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The main scholarship that I will be using in my research is from authors, Caesar 

Lambroso, Wilfred Hambly, Albert Parry, Steve Gilbert, Greg Dening, Margot DeMello, Margot 

Mifflin, June Namias, Robert Allan, Alfred Gell, and Amelia Osterud. A variety of other 

scholarship will be employed while discussing my topics, but these authors most directly address 

major themes in my research.  

 The primary sources I will be using are travel journals, newspapers, advertisements, 

captivity narratives, paintings, sculptures, and early-twentieth century scholarly work.   
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These newspaper articles and advertisements show how tattooing was discussed in popular 

media around the country, they show how circus sideshows presented tattooing as a form of 

savage torture, and they show a change in the way tattooing was discussed in the media before 

and after tattooing was popularized by the circus.  This set of sources will be most valuable to 

my work. Captivity narratives and paintings that depict captivity narratives will be invaluable to 

my work as it is these sources that influence the stories that tattooed men told on stage.   
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The travel journals provide the first examples of Europeans discussing tattooing among the 

Polynesian peoples, thereby establishing foundational language people would use when 

discussing the art form.   
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These sources are grouped together as captivity narratives and images that were included in the 

narratives, or images that depict certain captivity narratives.  Captivity narratives can be found in 

American literary culture from the beginning of Euro-American colonization of North America, 

and these stories of captivity among the “savages” provided a convenient formula that was later 

employed by tattooed sideshows.  The paintings that depict these events will be useful for two 

reasons: one, the advertisements for circus sideshows are suspiciously similar to famous 

paintings of captivity, and many of the paintings are from the eighteen fifties, decades after the 

events that they depict happened.  The fact that Euro-Americans were memorializing old 

captivity stories such a long time after they allegedly happened, not to mention the way they 



depict Native Americans as dangerous barbarians, supports the idea that these images and stories 

were used as propaganda to validate Euro-Americans subjugation of indigenous peoples.   

 

20th Century Scholarly Work 
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These scholarly works from the twentieth century will be important to my work because the 

early work of historians and anthropologists on the topic of tattooing show that the language and 

opinions that characterized the way tattoos were discussed in nineteenth century newspapers 

subsequently made its way into scholarly work.  These pieces of scholarship, therefore, 

exemplify the creation of an American discourse on tattooing. 

 

Secondary Sources 

 

The subject of tattooing among Western Europeans and Americans was approached by 

a few other scholars during the mid-twentieth century which served to further build upon the 

foundational ideas connect tattooing to mental disorders and criminality, however, the 

argument noting how tattooing became understood as a negative act by Western society was 

first approached by Historian/Anthropologist Greg Dening in his work Islands and Beaches: 



Discourses of a Silent Land, published in 1980. Dening argues that early sailors received tattoos 

as a way to assimilate or communicate peace with the Native peoples of the Polynesian islands, 

however, when they returned home the tattoo communicated something different: the men 

returning home with tattoos brought with them a permanent example of a white man 

accepting a “savage” culture.  Thus, Dening argues, many of the men made up stories about 

being tattooed against their will in order to escape the embarrassment of admitting that they 

had “gone native.”  Unlike earlier scholars, Dening notes possible reasons for the creation of 

captivity and torture stories and makes the logical assumption that tattooing became 

associated with otherness because they communicated that the individual with tattoos was 

different than what was acceptable to contemporary American standards.  

The topic of tattooing among the Polynesian people was revolutionized in 1993 with 

Alfred Gell’s Wrapping in Images. In Wrapping in Images, Gell deeply explores the meaning of 

tattoos in the socio-political-religious institutions of Polynesian society at the time of contact 

between the Polynesian Islands and the Western voyagers. However, Gell contextualizes his 

study by discussing why he thinks that the tattoo got such a bad connotation in American 

society during the twentieth century.  For Gell, Lombroso’s connection between criminality and 

tattooing was the main factor in American perceptions of tattooing.  Gell admits that 

Lombroso’s work was remarking on a correlation that was undeniable, criminals are often 

tattooed, but Gell argues that Lombroso’s assumptions were overstating bad science as fact.  

Gell offers more context and nuance with regard to tattooing in Western society, arguing that 

the negative connotation surrounding tattooing was a result of class politics in which the lower 



class was more likely to be tattooed, and, thus, it was seen as something “civilized” people did 

not do.  

 A quite different approach to the history of tattooing was undertaken by author Margot 

Mifflin in her 1997 publication Bodies of Subversion.  Mifflin, who also wrote a book on Olive 

Oatman, (America’s first tattooed captive) takes a feminist approach to the history of tattooing 

focusing on tattooed women in the late nineteenth century.  Mifflin’s work argues that 

trailblazing women in this time period subverted the masculine art of tattoo and made their 

way in the man’s world of tattooed sideshows. For Mifflin, the tattoo got its masculine 

reputation through its prevalence among sailors and sideshow men, and her work is invaluable 

in its focus on the social mores and cultural meaning that women had to overcome in order to 

normalize tattooing among women.   

The most direct discussion regarding how tattooing became associated with negative 

acts undertaken by sailors and criminals was Margo DeMello’s Bodies of Inscription, published 

in 2000.  DeMello’s work follows the American discourse regarding tattooing from its 

beginnings in the nineteenth century up to the nineteen nineties.  Throughout her work, 

DeMello traces the various iterations that caused changes in the way tattoos were perceived by 

American society throughout the twentieth century.  Bodies of Inscription is a convincing piece 

of scholarship in which DeMello’s argues that tattooing was first an act of inclusion among 

sailors and military personnel, but over time the practice was appropriated by criminals for 

similar reasons: inclusion into a group.  DeMello’s arguments are much in line with the points I 

will be making, however, her work does not focus on major institutions that facilitated 



tattooing’s reputation American popular culture, nor does she discuss how tattooing originally 

gained its unsavory reputation.  

 


