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Welcome to topic # 079… today 
we will be looking at tattoos 
during the Victorian period.



In “The Adventure of the Red-Headed 
League,” a fish tattoo above the right 
wrist of Jabez Wilson told Sherlock 
Holmes his guest had been to China.



Holmes’s study and writings on 
tattoos indicated Wilson’s 
inking could only have been 

done in that country. 



The practice of tattooing 
can be found in cultures all 
over the world from very 

ancient times. 



Implements for marking the skin, 
dating back more than 12,000 

years, have been found in France, 
Portugal, and Scandinavia.



Ötzi, the “Iceman” discovered in 
1991 on the Italian-Austrian 

border, displays the oldest actual 
markings. His remains were 

carbon-dated back 5,200 years.



Tattoos, however, were 
not limited to European 

countries.



They have been found in ancient 
Egypt (but only on women) the 
Scythian Pazyryk in the Altai 
Mountains, ancient Briton…



…ancient Greece and Rome, pre-
Columbian civilizations of Peru and 
Chile, the Cree, China, Japan, and 

the Polynesian cultures.



This last group, which James 
Cook visited in Tahiti in 1769, 

provided the contemporary 
name to such marks.



Their term “tatatau” 
or “tattau” became 

“tattoo.”



Ötzi sported about fifty lines 
and crosses marked on various 
parts of his body, including his 
spine, knee and ankle joints. 



Interestingly, these are also the 
points used in traditional Chinese 
acupuncture, although the earliest 

indications…



…of the use of needles on 
pressure points didn’t occur 
for another 2000 years. 



Researchers believe these 
tattoos were used for 

therapeutic purposes related to 
arthritis and abdominal pain. 



Similar uses were found in 
female Egyptian mummies 

where tattoos were believed 
to be related to childbirth. 



Tattoos served additional 
purposes over the centuries. 
Romans and the Japanese 

marked criminals.



Slaves carried an indication of 
ownership. North and South 

American cultures as well as Britons 
used them for ceremonial purposes. 



Scandinavians and Saxons 
carried a family crest. 



Europeans who joined the 
crusades often had a cross on 
their hand to indicate a desire 

for a Christian burial. 



Sailors and miners had 
them for identification in 

case of a disaster.



Various methods have been used to create 
tattoos, but all require a means of 

puncturing the second layer of skin, or 
dermis, to apply a pigment underneath. 



This skin layer isn’t shed like the 
epidermis, and the pigmentation 

becomes permanent. 



The implement to puncture the 
skin requires a sharp point —
today a needle — that will 
penetrate to this layer.



Current electric tattoo machines use 
the same basic model as that 

patented in 1891, based on Thomas 
Edison’s electric engraver pen. 



Pigmentations have included soot, 
cinnabar (for red markings) and 

cadmium compounds for hues such 
as orange and yellow.



The pigments used in modern 
tattoos are from colorless metal 
salts that give off different hues 

when light refracts off them.



As Sherlock noted with respect to 
Jabez Wilson’s tattoo, different tattoo 
artists use different types of pigments 
as well as each having their own style. 



Modern day forensic experts are able 
to extract some of the pigment, which 
investigators use to exclude or confirm 

a particular artist’s work.



Michelle Miranda, author of 
Forensic Analysis of Tattoos 

and Tattoo Inks, described the 
chemical analysis…



…of the tattoo pigments as 
assisting in determining 

“the age, quality or 
prevalence of the ink.”



Ancient pigments were carbon-
based, but by the late 1800s, ink 

colors were introduced (mostly 
black, blue, green, and red).  



From the mid- to late-
1900s, the pigments 

contained high concentrations 
of heavy metals. 



Currently, most of the colors 
are synthetic organic, and the 
designs have finer lines with 
more and brighter colors.



Tattoos fell out of favor 
in Europe with the 

spread of Christianity. 



These markings were considered a 
disfigurement of those “made in God’s 

image,” with Emperor Constantine going so 
far as banning them in the fourth century.



Certain populations—such as sailors 
and miners, mentioned above —

continued the practice even in the 
Victorian era.



Currently, about one in 
seven people in North 

America sport at least one 
tattoo.



Some of this increased popularity among the 
general public has been attributed to the TV 

show “Miami Ink,” which premiered in 2005 and 
showcased the artistry involved in such work.



You didn’t document much about 
Holmes’ investigation into the 

practice of tattooing. 



As you displayed in “The Adventure 
of the Red-Headed League,” 

however, his treatises on the subject 
were bound to have included…



…extensive information on the 
types of inks, craftmanship, 
and symbols — all going more 

than just skin deep.



Yes, but we’ll be 
back with another 

topic soon…

So we have completed 
topic # 079 in our 

series… 
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