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 4 Many Victorians used colour cosmetics even though they were widely stigmatized. 
The most frequently purchased cosmetics during this period were skin lighteners 
such as pearl powder and violet powder (Black 23).

 5 Although beauty guides such as The Ladies’ Hand-Book, The Arts of Beauty, and The Ladies’ 
and Gentlemen’s Etiquette repeatedly condemn paints and powders for rhetorical (and 
perhaps moral) purposes, they do not totally refrain from including recipes for 
colour cosmetics. For example, although The Ladies’ Hand-Book declares that it will not 
include any recipes for these products because they are both physically and morally 
injurious, in the last section of the manual the author provides a recipe for rouge.

 6 Psalm 139.14 reads “I will praise thee; for I am fearfully and wonderfully made: 
marvelous are thy works; and that my soul knoweth right well” (King James Pew Bible).
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The Modified Body: The Nineteenth-Century  
Tattoo as Fugitive Stigmata

ge m m a  a n ge l

During the nineteenth century, scholars studying the practice of tat-
tooing established two of the most enduring myths surrounding the 

European tattoo. The first concerned its origins—that tattooing in Europe 
was imported, the result of encounters between explorers, merchants, and 
other European itinerants and the “primitive” peoples they met on their 
journeys. This was a view favoured by many European scholars, particularly 
in France, where a newly powerful bourgeoisie filled the ranks of the rapidly 
developing medical and legal professions. As historian Jane Caplan writes,

Tattooing was commonly represented in nineteenth-century 
European cultural sciences as a literal marker of the primitive: 
lines drawn on the body mapped the boundary between the 
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savage and the civilized, and potentially endorsed the cultural 
superiority of the Europeans. (“ ‘Speaking Scars’ ” 112)

But how to explain the presence of tattooing among supposedly civilized 
Europeans? The popularity of tattooing within the working classes was pro-
foundly disturbing to some European observers and posed a more serious 
question: if tattooing was the sign of a savage state, did that mean that the 
European populace was at risk of slipping backwards, degenerating into 
moral atavism? Could tattooing in this context then be the mark of the 
deviant, whose aberrant nature led him to pursue a life of criminality? Thus 
the second and more historically enduring myth was consolidated: the con-
viction that, among Europeans, tattooing was intrinsically bound up with 
deviance and criminality.

Many nineteenth-century criminological studies of the tattoo pursued 
these broad lines of inquiry. Yet the tattoo also presented an irresistible oppor-
tunity; as a kind of “self-imposed stigmata,” it offered unique possibilities 
for the identification of repeat offenders (Angel 168). Thus the question of 
the tattoo as a reliable marker of identity became a serious concern for 
crime scientists during the early decades of the century. From around 1830 
onward, medico-legal interest in the anatomy of the tattoo was primarily con-
cerned with investigating the indelibility of the mark, which had significant 
implications for the forensic potential of the tattoo as an identifying feature. 
Pathologists Jean Mathurin Félix Hutin (1804–92) and Auguste Ambroise 
Tardieu (1818–79) were among the first to carry out studies on the perma-
nency of tattooing. Tardieu stressed that the primary aim of such research was 

“to fix [the tattoo’s] value as a sign of identity” (qtd. in Caplan, “ ‘One of the 
Strangest Relics’ ” 342). Thus tattoos became a cogent part of the developing 
repertoire of French police science. However, the scope for identification of 
criminals by their tattoos was ultimately limited to that of any other distin-
guishing physical feature, and, despite their indelibility, tattoos could always 
be made less conspicuous, altered or augmented over time. Notwithstanding 
the efforts of police scientists, “tattoo images were not readily assimilable 
to the serialized systems of measurement and classification that had mean-
while been devised for the body’s other physical signs” (Caplan, “ ‘One of the 
Strangest Relics’ ” 344). In light of these difficulties, interest in the tattoo as 
a sign of identity gradually waned throughout the 1860s and 1870s.

By the 1880s, a new, broader shift in criminological discourse was tak-
ing place. Whereas earlier schools of penology focused on the anatomy of 
the crime, the new criminology and police practice, associated in France 
with Alphonse Bertillon, now advocated an approach that focused on the 
anatomy of the criminal. At this point, and to some extent under the influ-
ence of theories of social Darwinism, the tattoo as a marker of individual 
identity was replaced by a view of the tattoo as the stigmata of a “collectively 
pathological criminal class” (Caplan, “ ‘One of the Strangest Relics’ ” 344).
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In this context, criminological studies of the symbolism of the tattoo 
coincided with a renewed interest in practical methods of tattoo removal. 
Microscopial studies of cross-sections of tattooed skin were carried out 
on cadavers in prisons and hospitals in order to establish where precisely 
the ink particles lay in the dermis. Of the practising physicians with an 
academic interest in the tattoo and its removal during the later nineteenth 
century, Dr. Gaston-Félix-Joseph Variot (1855–1930) is the most frequently 
cited regarding methods of tattoo removal. In 1888, Variot published a study 
in which he set out to explain the coloration and indelibility of tattoos, using 
microscopial and experimental techniques. He wrote:

The reason why tattoos are indelible was found to lie, on the one 
hand, in the topography of the colourant introduced into the 
thick dermal tissue, where it is very well tolerated and fixes 
itself, and on the other hand, in the very nature of the colour-
ant, which is resistant to fading and stable, despite being made 
up of fine particles.1 (“Les tatouages” 594)

Variot verified these methods for himself by first “carrying out experimental 
tattoos on the skin of the stomach of a young dog” (594) and then excis-
ing several strips of skin for microscopial analysis. Variot did not limit his 
experiments to the skin of dogs, however, but also carried out work with 
the excised skins of cadavers, noting that the topography of pigment within 
the dermis is markedly different in old human tattoos, as compared with his 
freshly healed experimental tattoos. He describes how,

At the Central Infirmary of the Paris prisons, we collected a 
forearm tattoo, which was approximately thirty-two years old, 
according to its bearer, a prisoner. The tattooed image, which 
was quite well preserved, depicted a steamship with a French 
flag on its stern. This tattoo had been done using Indian ink 
during a sea crossing. (“Les tatouages” 595)

Alongside his notes, Variot also reproduces a drawing of a microscopial 
cross-section of old tattooed human skin, indicating the distribution of 
black ink particles in the dermal layer. Variot’s interest appears to have been 
primarily in determining the physiology of the tattoo in order to develop 
efficient methods of tattoo removal for living patients. Not content with 
post-mortem studies, he soon moved on to experimenting on the bodies 
of the prisoners under his care.

Methods of tattoo removal were explored by a number of French medi-
cal professionals during the nineteenth century, including Ernest Berchon, 
Hutin, Tardieu, and Albert Le Blond. Le Blond dedicated a whole chapter to 
the subject in his co-authored 1889 monograph Du tatouage chez les prostituées, 
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describing a variety of methods employed by both physicians and the tat-
tooed themselves, who were often “desperate” to remove these “dreadful 
and stigmatizing” marks, resorting to applications of caustic substances, 
which frequently caused scarring worse than the original tattoo (77–88). 
However, it was Variot’s work in this area that came to be accepted as the 
standard method and that was in fact still used as a DIY removal method by 
the older generation of contemporary tattooists until the latter decades of 
the twentieth century.

Variot himself seems to have tried several different techniques before 
arriving at his recommended method, which involved the re-tattooing of 
the pigmented area with a variety of substances, utilizing tattooing needles 
after the fashion of the tattooers themselves. He experimented in counter-
tattooing using finely pulverized white enamel powders, cantharides tinc-
ture, phenol oil, tannin, and papain, all without success. In arriving at his 
final method, Variot explains the necessity of re-tattooing over the coloured 
mark for reducing potential scarring and in order to achieve a “graduating 
penetration” of the caustic agent. His method is described as follows:

I coat or paint the tattooed area of the skin with a concen-
trated solution of tannin, then, using a set of needles like 

fig. 1: Preserved tattooed human skin, depicting a male bust and flower 
stem, France, cir. 1850–1900, 155 mm × 147 mm. Science Museum Object No. 
A680. Tattoos were collected and preserved during the nineteenth century by 
criminologists and doctors interested in the symbolism of tattoo iconography. 

Courtesy of the Wellcome Library, London, UK. 
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those produced by tattoo artists, I make punctures very close 
together all over the surface of the skin from which I want 
to remove the colour, taking care not to encroach on the 
uncoloured skin. I introduce a certain amount of tannin into 
the superficial layer of the dermis. . . . I then use an ordinary 
silver nitrate pencil to rub firmly on all the areas that I have 
pricked with tannin. I leave the concentrated silver salt to act 
on the epidermis and dermis for several seconds, until I see 
the puncture mark standing out in dark black. I then wipe off 
the caustic solution; silver tannate has formed in the super-
ficial layers of the dermis, turning the tattooed area black. It 
is necessary to check that the eschar has dried up in the first 
three days by dusting it several times a day with tannin powder. 
(“Le détatouage” 299)

Variot’s method, though widely accepted among physicians (and profes-
sional tattooists) as an effective technique of tattoo removal, nevertheless 
caused some controversy. Reports of his prison infirmary experiments leaked 
to the press, which denounced his techniques as unnecessary and—despite 
Variot’s claims to the contrary—evidently painful. In his 1890 monograph 
Les habitués des prisons de Paris, Emile Laurent mentions the public reaction to 
reports of Variot’s experiments:

Tattoos were removed from a number of inmates at the prison 
hospital by this method with full success. This discovery made 
some noise in the political press. Hypocritical and malicious 
employees denounced M. Variot as an inhumane doctor who 
tormented the inmates and was operating on them “as on rab-
bits and guinea pigs, giving them phlegmons2 and fevers.”3 (532)

Moreover, some of Variot’s detractors pointed to the deleterious effect that 
his efforts to erase the tattoos of criminals might have on police work, 
since it was assumed that, for the criminalist, the tattoo could be a useful 
tool for identifying recidivists. The scandal at La Santé prison, where Variot 
carried out his work, resulted in an inquiry, at which Variot called upon the 
expert opinion of Alphonse Bertillon in his defence. Emile Laurent, who 
was also present at the inquiry, recounts Bertillon’s testimony, which stated 
that contrary to popular belief, the tattoo was not a reliable sign of iden-
tity, since it could be altered or effaced by the clever criminal; however, it 
was also argued that the inevitable scarring left behind after the tattoo was 
removed could be an “equally convincing” sign (532). Most interesting are 
Bertillon’s concluding remarks, which Laurent paraphrases: “Before attempt-
ing to purify the criminal soul, . . . we must first try to purify their bodies 
and get rid of the obscene or seditious tattoos that they wear” (532–33). This 
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incident clearly made an impression on Variot. In an 1889 article in which 
he outlined his successful tattoo removal methods, he was also careful to 
underline the social and moral importance of this work, appealing once 
again to the expertise of Bertillon on the matter of identity:

Tattoo removal can serve a genuine social function. Alphonse 
Bertillon put it very well when he said that there are savages 
in our civilisations bearing grotesque or obscene designs, or 
hate-filled inscriptions on the skin of their limbs and even their 
faces. . . . The rehabilitation of these unfortunate men is impos-
sible without tattoo removal. . . . Can tattoo removal impede 
the legal pursuit of criminals? Alphonse Bertillon, the Head 
of the Anthropometry Department, can provide us with the 
answer. Tattoos are deceptive identification marks, as they can 
be altered. . . . Since the identification department in Paris has 
been established on a scientific basis, i.e., anthropometry, tat-
tooing as an identification technique has been relegated to a 
position of secondary importance. (“Le détatouage,” 300)

This episode points to a tension between nineteenth-century concep-
tions of the tattoo as a mark of individual identity on the one hand and as a 
generalized sign of deviance on the other. This tension played out in Variot’s 
work on tattoo removal and the subsequent public backlash, manifesting a 
contradiction between the desire of the physician to erase the stigmatizing 
mark in order to rehabilitate the criminal and the imperative to “fix” the 
tattoo as an identifying mark in order to detect dangerous individuals in the 
fight against crime. Variot’s motivations for developing a successful method 
of removal for tattoos thus derived from the criminological codification of 
the tattoo as a “primitive” mark, associated with disreputable groups such 
as prisoners, sailors, soldiers, and prostitutes. His approach, also reflected in 
the testimony of Bertillon who spoke of first “cleaning” the criminal body in 
order to rehabilitate the soul, is characteristic of the French criminological 
approach, which viewed the causation of crime and moral “degeneration” 
as primarily environmental. According to this perspective, the criminal or 
deviant individual could be “remoulded” through education and disciplinary 
management of the body (see Foucault 135–69). As Mechthild Fend writes,

The trust in the potential betterment of an offender cor-
responds with . . . medical efforts to render the criminal or 
prostitute immaculate again in removing the tattoo. (46)

The nineteenth-century European tattoo was thus a highly fugitive sign: having 
failed as a reliable indicator of individual identity, the tattoo was re-enlisted as a 
sign of the generalized criminal other. For physicians such as Variot, successful 
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tattoo removal was a necessary part of criminal rehabilitation— in erasing the 
stigmatizing mark, the slate was quite literally wiped clean.

Notes
 1 All translations from the original French are by Dr. Marianne Chalmers unless 

otherwise stated.
 2 An acute suppurative inflammation affecting the subcutaneous connective tissue.
 3 Author’s translation.
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Incarcerated Bodies: Interactions and Emotional  
Dynamics in an Early Victorian Prison

h e l e n  ro ge r s

Admitted to Great Yarmouth House of Correction, three boys were 
 quick to make their presence felt and, within forty-eight hours, were 

dispatched to the solitary cells “for fighting and making use of obscene lan-
guage” (“Gaol Keeper’s Journal” 30 Dec. 1839). As they served their thirty-day 
sentences with two other lads, the prison visitor Sarah Martin (1791–1843) 
laboured to convert them from “naughty and wicked boys” into good Chris-
tian children (Martin, “Everyday Book” 13–14 Jan. 1840). After twenty years’ 
voluntary teaching in the jail, Martin knew that male juveniles were the least 
susceptible to reclamation and most likely to reoffend (Rogers, “Kindness 
and Reciprocity” 733). For throwing their weight around and asserting their 
place in the inmate pecking order—shouting and singing, climbing the walls 


