
The Fascinating Art of Tattooing In The
Marquesas
The Marquesas Islands, located in French Polynesia, are a hidden gem in the
Pacific Ocean. Rich in culture and history, these islands are famous for their
unique style of tattooing, which is deeply intertwined with anthropology and
folklore. From ancient traditions to modern practices, tattooing in the Marquesas
reflects the rich heritage of the Polynesian people.

The Origins of Marquesan Tattoos

Tattooing has been a significant part of Marquesan culture for centuries. The art
of tattooing in the Marquesas has its roots in ancient times when warriors would
adorn their bodies with intricate designs signifying their bravery and strength.
These tattoos served as a form of identification, marking the individuals as
members of a specific tribe or social group.

This ancient practice was not only reserved for men; women in the Marquesas
also embraced tattooing as a way to express their beauty and femininity.
Elaborate patterns would adorn their hands, arms, and even faces, showcasing
their status and enhancing their appearance.
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The Symbolism Behind Marquesan Tattoos

Every symbol and pattern in Marquesan tattoos holds profound meanings. These
intricate designs can depict various elements such as animals, plants, and
mythical figures, each carrying its symbolism within Marquesan folklore and
mythology.

For example, a shark tattoo represents strength and protection, while a turtle
tattoo signifies longevity and fertility. These ancient symbols connect the
Marquesan people to their ancestors and their spiritual beliefs, creating a strong
cultural identity that is beautifully displayed on their skin.

The Tattooing Process

In the past, tattooing in the Marquesas involved a complex and painful process.
Using a traditional tool made of bone or shell attached to a wooden handle, tattoo
artists would manually tap the ink into the skin. The process was slow, taking
weeks or even months to complete a full-body tattoo.

Today, modern equipment, such as tattoo machines, have replaced the traditional
tools, making the process faster and less time-consuming. However, some local
artists still choose to use the traditional methods to preserve the authenticity and
cultural significance of Marquesan tattooing.

The Revival of Marquesan Tattooing
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Due to influences from Western culture and the arrival of Christian missionaries,
Marquesan tattooing faced a decline during the 18th and 19th centuries. The
practice was suppressed, and many traditional tattooing techniques were lost.

However, in recent decades, there has been a revival of Marquesan tattooing.
Both locals and visitors are now embracing this ancient art form, bringing it back
to life. Tattoo studios have emerged throughout the islands, offering a chance to
experience the cultural significance of Marquesan tattoos firsthand.

Tattoo Tourism in the Marquesas

The popularity of Marquesan tattoos has also led to an increase in tattoo tourism.
People from all over the world travel to the Marquesas Islands to get inked by
renowned local artists. Tattoo enthusiasts are drawn to the unique style and
powerful symbolism behind Marquesan tattoos, seeking a connection to
Polynesian culture and a piece of art that will last a lifetime.

Preserving Cultural Heritage

The art of tattooing in the Marquesas is not just about aesthetics; it is a way to
preserve cultural heritage. By embracing their traditions and passing them down
through generations, the Marquesan people ensure that their rich history does not
fade away. Tattooing in the Marquesas is an art form that continues to evolve and
thrive, capturing the attention and awe of people worldwide.

If you ever find yourself in French Polynesia, don't miss the opportunity to delve
into the world of Marquesan tattoos. Discover the stories behind these intricate
designs, witness the skill of the local tattoo artists, and leave the island with a
lasting piece of cultural art on your skin.
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This definitive source on the intricate tattoos of Polynesia's Marquesas Islands
offers a rare glimpse of a dying art. Because of the colonial authorities' 1884 ban
on tattooing, there remained only a single surviving tattoo artist at the time of this
1921 survey—and a dwindling number of living examples. These 38 plates of
black-and-white drawings and photographs provide an unusually complete and
intimate record of a sophisticated art form.
The Marquesas consist of a dozen rugged volcanic islands that lie 1,000 miles
northeast of Tahiti. Rich in oral traditions, folklore, and decorative arts, their
complex culture was devastated by the intrusions of outsiders during the
nineteenth century. In the early 1920s, Hawaii's Bishop Museum sponsored an
expedition to preserve what was left of the islanders' vanishing world. Willowdean
Chatterson Handy, an expedition associate, created this priceless record of the
ancient body art rituals. In addition to detailed information about tattoo methods
and customs, Handy's account features fascinating insights into the designs'
symbolic significance and their representation of social status. Her painstaking
drawings of tattoo patterns are accompanied by captions that explain the
traditional motifs.
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