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Fragments of Dark Lives
Cristina Stalteri

1. From the criminologist’s texts to the archival records
From a formal point of view, the panels featuring full-
length images of tattooed individuals or parts of tattooed 
bodies typically include a caption listing what Lombro-
so considered to be the essential elements for identify-
ing the subjects represented: their first and last name, 
age, place of birth, occupation, main charges and time 
spent in prison. These are extremely limited biographi-
cal details and, if one excludes references to the subject 
depicted, they have no connection with the context in 
which they were collected.

Lombroso, however, included further information 
about the individuals in the various editions of L’uomo 
delinquente, in the Palimsesti del carcere, and in a num-
ber of articles published in the Archivio di psichiatria, 
some of which he co-authored with the collaborators 
who accompanied him in his explorations of the prison 
environment. An initial verification in the archives of the 
Court of Turin was conducted in the 2018–2019 academ-
ic year with students enrolled in the Risorgimento His-
tory seminar offered as part of the University of Turin’s 
master’s degree in History. The following year, during 
the closure linked to the Covid-19 pandemic, students 
in the same seminar carried out a systematic census of 
all articles and references concerning the Lombroso Mu-
seum (and thus also the tattoo collection) published in 
the Archivio di psichiatria.

Using these references as a starting point, I subse-
quently carried out new research at the State Archives 
of Cosenza, Turin (covering the holdings of the civil 
and criminal courts, the assize court, and the military 
tribunal of Turin), Novara, Alessandria and Vercelli; at 
the Archives départementales des Hautes-Alpes in Gap, 
France; at the archive of the former San Giacomo Psy-
chiatric Hospital in Alessandria; and at the parish ar-
chive of Sant’Eusebio in Vercelli. The information col-
lected made it possible not only to add several refer-
ences of use in determining the chronological period in 
which the drawings reproducing tattooed bodies were 
made, and thus to approximate the moment of the en-
counter between Lombroso and the prisoners depicted, 
but also to reconstruct some, albeit minimal and cer-
tainly also “romanticised,” biographical details of these 
individuals.

C. B.1

C. B. was born in Paris in 1836, to a French mother and 
a father from Gressoney in the Valle d’Aosta. Although 
the family was well-off, his childhood was marred by 
illness: he contracted meningitis at the age of one, a 
disease which had already killed his two brothers. As an 
only child, despite being surrounded by his parents’ af-
fection, he quickly left school and, at 10, began working 
as an apprentice at an iron foundry. At 21 he enlisted 
as an artillery soldier, but after leaving the military, he 
led a chaotic life filled with fights, alcoholism, repeated 
periods of detention and dramatic escapes.

An Italian court sentenced him to ten years of forced 
residence on the island of Elba, from which he escaped, 
first on a makeshift boat and then by swimming, eventu-
ally taking refuge in Piombino, where he met a friend 
who helped him return to Turin. From there he moved 
to Gressoney, where he was arrested again. He was sub-
sequently sent to Favignana, but had to escape once 
more, because in 1881 he was sentenced to five years in 
prison for a violent robbery in Turin.

His biographical details and the descriptions of his tat-
toos are recorded both in the report by the Alessandria 
prison physician and in three sheets preserved in the Mu-
seum collection. Two sheets show the many tattoos cov-
ering both his forearms, applied while he was in prison, 
which, following his father’s advice, he later attempted 
to erase to reduce the chances of being recognised while 
on the run (figs. 41, 43). The method he used to remove 
the tattoos must have been painful: he soaked his arm 
in milk and pricked the skin with a tool made of three 
needles tied together, producing a mixture of blood and 
milk that partially erased the designs. Later, however, he 
added a new tattoo, this time of a vase of flowers and 
the date “1868” (shown on a third sheet included in the 
notebook recording the tattoos of Alessandria prisoners) 
as a pledge of revenge against a policeman who had 
struck him during his arrest and blinded his right eye 
(fig. 42). For this reason, Lombroso considered C. B.’s 

1 Turin, Lombroso Museum, IT SMAUT Lombroso 286/9, 288/1 and 
288/2; Archivio di Stato di Torino (hereafter: ASTo), Sezioni Riunite, 
‘Corte d’Assise di Torino’ collection, Sentenze, Corte d’Assise di Torino, 
volumes with indexes and sentences, 1881, sentence of 15 November 
1881; Rocchiardi 1882; Bertinaria 1883; Lombroso 1884, p. 317; Lom-
broso 1889, p. 313; Lombroso 1896a, p. 368.
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tattoos as a means of recording a critical biographical 
event, a behaviour he regarded as typical of “primitive” 
populations, as well as an example of a revenge tattoo.

A. B. and A. G.2

Lombroso and his collaborator Boselli met A. B. and A. 
G. in 1886, when both were in prison in Turin, await-
ing trial (fig. 67). They had been arrested on 8 April that 
year for desertion from the French army, following a 
report from the French consul, to whom, according to 
their own statements, they had gone to request financial 
support for repatriation to France. Investigations later 
revealed that A. B. and A. G. had indeed escaped from 
punishment units of the French army in North Africa and 
from there had reached Italy, where they survived for 
several months without a fixed home, committing thefts, 
assaults and various minor offences. They were expelled 
to France after a verdict was issued on 20 May.

A. B., born in 1853 in Blanzy near Lyon, left his profes-
sion as a glassmaker when called to serve in the army 
as an artilleryman, while, A. G., born in Lorette (Loire), 
had worked as a miner and glassmaker before enlisting. 
A. G.’s earliest tattoos date back to this period: he had 
two crossed red swords inked on his left arm by another 
miner, which he later tried to cover with a drawing of a 
large blue vase. Lombroso considered the two men to be 
archetypal examples of the soldier-deserter and criminal, 
as their tattoos were predominantly military (the Legion 
of Honour and the boot with spur tattooed on A. G.’s 
penis) or erotic (numerous female figures and a pierced 
heart), and had been executed in prison by a cellmate.

The criminologist, however, admired A. B.’s large chest 
and back tattoos (Saint Martin giving part of his cloak to 
a beggar, and Liberty on horseback trampling two war-
riors), two exquisite works that Lombroso compared to 
lace or a miniature paintings, which had required special 
tools, considerable time and great skill. As for A. G., his 
early embrace of tattooing was seen by the criminolo-
gists as a clear indication of criminal tendencies.

C. B.3

C. B. was born in Portici, near Naples, on 29 July 1864. 
He left his work as a shoemaker in April 1885, when 
he was enlisted as a conscript. During his service in the 
82nd Infantry Regiment, he was repeatedly punished 
for insubordination, desertion, disobedience and caus-
ing injury, spending over a year in prison. In Septem-
ber 1886, he was also accused of alienation of military 
property, having illegally sold his new military gear (his 

coat, trousers and shoes) after appropriating that of his 
comrades. The Military Tribunal of Turin sentenced him 
to six months’ imprisonment for these offences, and or-
dered him to pay court costs.

Lombroso met C. B. during his detention in Turin. 
He was a young man of medium height, with dark hair 
and eyes, a prominent chin, rosy complexion and freck-
les. His numerous tattoos, reflecting his turbulent past, 
drew the scientist’s attention: a comet on his right arm 
referring to his lover, identified by her initials; a sun on 
the left arm representing love, alongside religious sym-
bols and five dots, which, according to Lombroso, rep-
resented the five of diamonds, a gambling-related sign 
and perhaps also a symbol of the Camorra, which con-
trolled such illicit activities. The ship on his right thigh 
expressed his desire to become a sailor (fig. 55).

B. C.4

The only biographical information available about this 
individual comes from the explanatory captions accom-
panying the tattoos on the poster reproducing his por-
trait. In fact, there is no trace of B. C. in Lombroso’s 
publications or in the archives consulted. Furthermore, 
since the portrait was drawn in black ink and by a differ-
ent hand to that which created the other reproductions 
preserved in the Museum, it is likely that it dates from a 
later period than the rest of the collection.

Based on B. C.’s many curious tattoos, one can hy-
pothesise that he was imprisoned, for unknown reasons, 
in the Gaeta penitentiary, where he worked as a carpen-
ter and perhaps encountered the son of a well-known 
brigand (Giuseppe or Michele Caruso), whose face he 
had tattooed. His twenty-four tattoos cover the entire 
body, and include a star on the penis, and have erotic 
(various nude women representing his lovers, one car-
ried on a devil’s shoulders), political (the coats of arms 
of the United States and of the Austrian Empire), and 
autobiographical significance (fig. 49). For example, af-
ter being caught tattooing himself in prison, B. C. was 
confined in a punishment cell, but he also reproduced 
that event, depicting himself on his right leg in chains, 
beside a bed with two jugs.

How his portrait ended up in the Museum remains 
unclear. One possible, although undocumented, expla-
nation is that his time of detention in Gaeta overlapped 
with the service of the physician Pasquale Graziadei, 
who published L’antropologia, la libertà e la respon-
sabilità morale. L’uomo di galera (Anthropology, Liberty 
and Moral Responsibility: The Man of Prison) in Caserta 
in 1886, a book containing studies of about thirty inmates 

2 Turin, Lombroso Museum, IT SMAUT Lombroso 324/1 and 324/2; 
ASTo, Sezioni Riunite, “Tribunale civile e penale di Torino (primi versa-
menti)” collection, Sezioni Penali, volumes with indexes and sentences, 
1886, sentence of 20 May 1886; Boselli, Lombroso 1887a, p. 8; Boselli, 
Lombroso 1887b, pp. 131-132; Lombroso 1888, pl. V, fig. 4; Lombroso 
1889, p. 305; Lombroso 1896a, p. 359; Lombroso 1897a, p. XVII and pl. 
LXVIII, fig. 4; Leschiutta 2015, pp. 70-71; Petrizzo 2015, pp. 150 and 152, 
fig. 126.
3 Turin, Lombroso Museum, IT SMAUT Lombroso 315/1; ASTo, Sezioni 

Riunite, “Tribunale Militare di Torino (1861-1910)” collection, Sentenze, 
bundle 42, sentence 320 of 21 September 1886; ibid., Sezioni Riunite, 
“Tribunale Militare di Torino (1861-1910)” collection, Fascicoli proces-
suali, bundle 407, file 14032; Tribunale Militare di Torino 1886, p. 262; 
Boselli, Lombroso 1887a, p. 7; Boselli, Lombroso 1887b, p. 133; Lom-
broso 1888, pl. V, fig. 5; Lombroso 1897a, p. XVIII and pl. LXVIII, fig. 5; 
Leschiutta 2015, p. 67, fig. 43. 
4  Turin, Lombroso Museum, IT SMAUT Lombroso 318; Leschiutta 2015, 
p. 71, fig. 48.
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67. Reproduction of the tattoos of A. B. and A. G., pencil, ink and tempera on card, 139 × 133 cm, last quarter of the nineteenth 
century, Turin, Lombroso Museum (IT SMAUT Lombroso 324).
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conducted according to Lombroso’s theoretical princi-
ples. However, B. C. does not appear among the subjects 
studied by Graziadei on that occasion.

S. F.5

S. F. born in Mondovì and a cart driver and wrestler by 
trade, was one of the prisoners Lombroso met in Turin 
prison (fig. 68). Previously, he had also been incarcer-
ated in France, for three years, on charges of rebellion 
and abusing the guards, after which he was expelled and 
returned to Italy, only to be arrested again. His tattoos 
were made during his imprisonment in France, and the 
inscriptions tattooed on his body were in French: on his 
left hand was the phrase “le passè m’a trompè, le present 
me tourmente, l’avenir m’epouvante” (“the past has de-
ceived me, the present torments me, the future frightens 
me”), the title of a pamphlet by Jean Michel Bouverot 
(1799) in praise of Napoleon Bonaparte. According to 
Lombroso, the inscription “Mort aux donneurs, a eux 
la partie, a moi la revanche” (“Death to informers, the 
game is theirs, the revenge is mine”) and the dagger on 
his chest, a symbol of vengeance, were of criminal sig-
nificance. There were also numerous amorous and erotic 
symbols: the pierced heart, the female figures represent-
ing lovers and prostitutes, and the inscription on his low-
er abdomen, “Venez mademoiselles au robinet d’amour,” 
that is, “come, young ladies, to the tap of love.”

S. F. told Lombroso that once he was released from 
prison, he intended to go to Africa to have his entire 
body covered with tattoos and then travel the world per-
forming at fairs, a plan perhaps inspired by the story of 
the famous tattooed man of Burma.

R. F.6

R. F. was born in Rivarolo Canavese, in the province of 
Turin, on 18 March 1851. He worked as a locksmith and 
blacksmith, which earned him the nickname “rochet,” 
meaning “bobbin” in Piedmontese. In 1873, at the age of 
22, he was drafted from the previous year’s conscription 
lists and deemed fit for military service. He was assigned 
to the 11th Infantry Regiment, stationed in Sicily.

Thanks to archival documents, we have substantial in-
formation regarding the events that led to R. F.’s impris-
onment. On 3 January 1886, a violent brawl broke out 
between him and Giacomo Vigliani, a 21-year-old fac-
tory worker from Turin, in the city centre between Via 
Accademia Albertina and Corso Vittorio Emanuele II. R. 
F., armed with a revolver, fired several shots at Vigliani 

but failed to hit him, and the young man defended him-
self with a blunt object. The court sentenced R. F. to two 
years in prison for the possession and use of a firearm, 
while Vigliani received a three-month sentence.

The causes of the fight were never clarified, but may 
have been linked to underworld disputes: it was later 
discovered that R. F. was part of a gang of thieves spe-
cialising in burglaries, operating between Borgosesia, 
Pinerolo and Turin. The gang members were arrested 
while R. F. was already in prison serving his sentence 
for the events of 1886. He was therefore sentenced to a 
further eleven years of forced labour, followed by five 
years of special surveillance for membership in a crimi-
nal organisation.

According to the panel preserved in the Museum, R. F. 
had a single large tattoo on his chest, which he had done 
while in Sicily. It depicted a painting, complete with a 
richly decorated botanical frame, which, according to 
the prisoner, represented the Queen of England. This, 
however, seems implausible, and it is more likely that R. 
F. was inspired by the case of Maria Sofia of Bourbon, 
the last queen of Naples, some nude images of whom 
were in circulation in the 1860s. These portraits, falsified 
by means of photographic montage, were intended to 
discredit the queen and her consort, Francis II, the last 
king of the Two Sicilies.

A. Q.7

Lombroso and Boselli met A. Q. between 1886 and 1887, 
while he was imprisoned in Turin.

Born in Novara on 29 April 1861, he worked as an 
occasional labourer but began committing crimes from 
the age of 12, including theft, rape, disturbing the peace, 
and attempted murder. Wandering through Europe, he 
was expelled from both Switzerland and France until, in 
December 1886, he was handed over at the Bardonec-
chia border and transferred to Novara. There, on 25 Au-
gust 1891, he was again arrested for abusing and as-
saulting a public official and sentenced to 31 months in 
prison. In the identification sheet record connected to 
the documentation produced with this arrest, A. Q. is 
described as a man of medium height and sturdy build, 
with a round face, brown eyes, brown hair, and a beard. 
The record also notes the nickname by which he was 
known, Pancetta (Bacon), perhaps referring to a particu-
lar type of local cured meat.

Lombroso identified in A. Q.’s tattoos – made by his 
brother, who was himself covered in tattoos and de-
tained in the military prison of Savona – what he referred 
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5 Turin, Lombroso Museum, IT SMAUT Lombroso 317; Boselli, Lombroso 
1887a, p. 6; Boselli, Lombroso 1887b, p. 130; Lombroso 1888, pl. IV, figs. 
2-3; Lombroso 1889, p. 304; Lombroso 1896a, pp. 358-359; Lombroso 
1897a, p. XVI and pl. LXVII, figs. 2-4; Leschiutta 2015, p. 69, fig. 45.
6 Turin, Lombroso Museum, IT SMAUT Lombroso 325/1; ASTo, Sezioni 
Riunite, “Tribunale civile e penale di Torino (primi versamenti)” collec-
tion, Sezioni Penali, volumes containing indexes and sentences, 1886, 
sentence of 8 May 1886; ibid., Sezioni Riunite, “Corte d’Assise di Torino” 
collection, Sentenze, Corte d’Assise di Torino, volumes containing in-
dexes and sentences, 1887, sentence of 15 December 1887; 1887, p. 316; 

Lombroso 1888, pl. IV, fig. 7; Lombroso 1889, pl. XXVIII, fig. 7; Lom-
broso 1897a, p. XVII and pl. LXVII, fig. 7; Leschiutta 2015, p. 74, fig. 50.
7 Turin, Lombroso Museum, IT SMAUT Lombroso 315/3; Archivio di 
Stato di Novara (hereafter: ASNo), “Tribunale penale di Novara” collec-
tion, Fascicoli dei procedimenti penali (1889-1914), file 114, sentence of 
9 September 1891; Boselli, Lombroso 1887a, pp. 6-7; Boselli, Lombroso 
1887b, p. 135; Lombroso 1888, p. 46 and pl. IV, fig. 5; Lombroso 1889, 
p. 298; Lombroso 1896a, pp. 346-347; Lombroso 1897a, p. XVI and pl. 
LXVII, fig. 5; Leschiutta 2015, p. 67, fig. 43; Cilli, Montaldo 2018, pp. 86 
and 90.
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68. Portrait of S. F., pencil, tempera and wa-
tercolours on card, 120 × 60 cm, last quarter 
of the nineteenth century, Turin, Lombroso 
Museum (IT SMAUT Lombroso 317).
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to as the use of a “hieroglyph”: the habit of using words 
from popular slang and linked to a personal event as a 
substitute for actual writing, a form of expression that, 
in his view, was typical of archaic ways of thinking (fig. 
55). A. Q. had tattooed on his right arm a pierced heart 
next to the head of a fish, specifically a mackerel, ma-
quereau in French, a term synonymous with souteneur 
(pimp) and, in Italian slang, commonly associated with 
the name Alfonso. The combination of the two tattoos 
therefore symbolised A. Q.’s memory of the time when 
he had been abandoned by his lover, who was a prosti-
tute, for another pimp.

M. S., known as “Materìa”8

The case of M. S., known as “Materìa,” a word that in 
Piedmontese means “madness,” is particularly interesting 
because, in the Museum’s collection, the subject’s like-
ness, front and back, is reproduced both on a display 
board and in two full-length photographs, which show 
him in full, nude, while he was in prison (figs. 59a/b, 
60a and 60b).

We have only limited information about this individu-
al, which we owe to Mario Carrara, professor of Forensic 
Medicine at the University of Turin and Lombroso’s stu-
dent. Carrara had met Materìa in prison, where he had 
been repeatedly sentenced for theft, robbery and crimi-
nal association, although the man, who led a disorderly 
life, had also been hospitalised in an asylum.

The scientist described the tattoos with care, emphasis-
ing their symbolic meaning and noting that Materìa had 
tattooed himself, during his periods of imprisonment, ask-
ing for help only for the designs on his back. The snake 
coiling around his entire body referred to his troubled re-
lationship with the police, by whom he felt tightly bound; 
the same theme was evoked by the initials “A.L.Q.” (“Ab-
basso la questura”, or “Down with the police headquar-
ters”) and by the crossed swords on his chest, symbols of 
his constant struggle with the authorities. Only the tattoo 
on his left shoulder referred to love: it depicted a naked 
woman, a memory of a lover who had herself turned to 
crime and which Materìa had then tried to erase by tattoo-
ing other figures over her image.

J. M.9

In the case of J. M., the only information that has come 
down to us can be gathered from the display board repro-
ducing his body and tattoos, and from Lombroso’s brief 
description of him in L’uomo delinquente. J. M. had been 
a French sailor who had deserted and had been tried and 

convicted by a court-martial, though we do not know the 
reason for his conviction.

On the assumption that Lombroso had Italianised his 
name, research looked for traces of him in the Archives 
départementales des Hautes-Alpes, in Gap, France. There, 
a collection preserves several documents concerning 
members of a family with the same surname as the tat-
tooed man, one of whom had emigrated to Martinique, a 
French colony in the Antilles, around 1830. One of J. M.’s 
many tattoos, on his left hand, in fact shows a woman 
encircled by the words “souvenir Martinique,” perhaps a 
memory of a journey to visit relatives or of a youth spent 
on the island (fig. 54). This highly distinctive tattoo, along 
with many others such as bunches of grapes, floral motifs, 
and a ship, was also found on the portrait of a prisoner 
from the penitentiary of Alessandria. This was made by 
Luigi Frigerio, who worked as a physician at that prison 
from 1884 onwards, and was exhibited by him at the Sec-
ond Congress of Criminal Anthropology in Paris in 1889. 
Frigerio’s portrait, however, stands out from the former 
for the greater complexity of the designs and for its more 
refined execution, perhaps reflecting the fact that it was 
intended for display. Based on the tattoos and their place-
ment on both bodies, it has been suggested that J. M. 
and the prisoner from Alessandria were one and the same 
person (fig. 53).

E. M.10

E. M. led a wildly disordered life, of which we know a 
few details thanks to Lombroso, the display panel de-
picting his tattooed body and subsequent archival re-
search (fig. 69). E. M. was born in Turin on 15 August 
1861 and lived on Via Barbaroux until the age of 12, 
when he embarked on a merchant ship that was ship-
wrecked. He survived and, eager to see the world, spent 
the following years travelling to England, Ireland and 
America, working variously as a watchmaker, coach-
man, street performer, travelling salesman, itinerant 
haberdasher, mechanic and pimp. Like the other figures 
represented in the tattoo collection, E. M. lived a mar-
ginal existence: at 17, he stabbed a horse to death on 
a whim, and was later convicted at least fifty times for 
rioting, abuse, resisting arrest and assaulting the police. 
He was twice committed to an asylum for an unspeci-
fied mania, which was thought to have been caused 
either by his unruly lifestyle or by a serious fall he had 
suffered at just three months old, after which he began 
to suffer from vertigo.

His emotional and sexual life was also outside the 
norm: he had his first sexual encounter at 14, and at 20 
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8 Turin, Lombroso Museum, IT SMAUT Lombroso 326 and 327; Carrara 
1908, pp. 113-114; Gioda 1914, pp. 8–9; Lombroso Museum Archive, 6 
albumen photographs, 7 × 9 cm and 13 × 18 cm (inv. nos. 975, 1034-
1037, 7/1579).
9 Turin, Lombroso Museum, IT SMAUT Lombroso 313; Severi, Lombroso 
1886, p. 22; Lombroso 1888, pl. V, fig. 3; Batut 1893, p. 84; Lombroso 
1897a, p. XVII and pl. LXVIII, fig. 3; Leschiutta 2015, p. 70, fig. 47; 
Petrizzo 2015, pp. 150-151, fig. 125; Petrizzo 2016, p. 22, fig. 10; Cilli, 
Montaldo 2018, pp. 86 and 92.

10 Turin, Lombroso Museum, IT SMAUT Lombroso 316/3; ASTo, Sezioni 
Riunite, “Tribunale civile e penale di Torino (primi versamenti)” collec-
tion, Sezioni Penali, volumes containing indexes and sentences, 1880, 
sentence no. 20 of 3 January 1880; ibid., Sezioni Riunite, “Tribunale 
civile e penale di Torino (primi versamenti)” collection, Sezioni Penali, 
volumes containing indexes and sentences, 1885, sentence no. 262 of 10 
February 1885; sentence no. 1815 of 6 August 1885; Boselli, Lombroso 
1887b, pp. 139-140; Lombroso 1888, pp. 44-45 and pl. IV, fig. 1; Lom-
broso 1889, p. 309; Lombroso 1896a, pp. 364-365; Lombroso 1897a, pp. 
XV-XVI and pl. LXVII, fig. 1; Leschiutta 2015, p. 67, fig. 44.
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69. Portrait of E. M., ink, tempera, and 
pencil on card, 63 × 32.5 cm, last quar-
ter of the nineteenth century, Turin, 
Lombroso Museum (IT SMAUT Lom-
broso 316).
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he married a woman whom he abandoned seven days 
later, never to concern himself with her again.

Lombroso met E. M. while he was in prison in Tu-
rin at the age of 27. He spoke three languages fluently, 
and was good-looking, with a prominent forehead, high 
cheekbones, blue eyes, brown hair and almost no beard. 
Lombroso saw him as a textbook example of a criminal 
who narrated the story of his own life through his tat-
toos. On his right arm, he bore an anchor, a reminder of 
the shipwrecked merchant ship, and the head of a horse, 
recalling the one he had killed; on his chest, the Savoy 
coat of arms expressed his nostalgia for Italy during his 
periods abroad, while the image of a guitar player re-
ferred to a friend and skilled musician with whom he 
had travelled across Europe. On his left arm, among oth-
ers, a male portrait recalled the notorious bandit Mot-
tino, known as a gentleman brigand, while the female 
figure with a heart (a symbol of love) for a head repre-
sented one of his many lovers. E. M. stated that he had 
been unable to finish this tattoo because the captain of 
the ship he was travelling on at the time had stopped 
him. Finally, the royal crown represented E. M.’s recent 
agreement with the police: when Lombroso met him, he 
was in fact working as an informant.

F. S.11

F. S. is one of the most interesting cases studied by Lom-
broso, even though the criminologist probably never 
knew him personally. The information we have about 
his life comes directly from F. S. himself, who dictated it 
to Dr. Santangelo, director of the Pietro Pisani psychiatric 
hospital in Palermo, where F. S. was probably admitted 
from 1892-1893, when he was about thirty-seven years 
old. He was, however, also a criminal, having committed 
murders and rapes.

Born in Alexandria, Egypt, he was thrown out of the 
family home by his father at the age of 16 because he had 
twice attempted to rape his sister. F. S. then began travel-
ling the world, scraping a living by taking on odd jobs 
and frequently changing lovers. He in fact had numerous 
female portraits tattooed on his body: on his right arm, a 
winged female figure recalled Dudù, an Arab woman he 
had abducted, while other inscriptions record the names 
and surnames of three other women he met during his 
wanderings (fig. 63). One of these women, for example, 
was called Fattuma, whom F. S. met in Jerusalem, where 
he also had other tattoos done. Other symbols also refer 
to matters of love: on his left arm, a large pierced heart 
next to two smaller hearts dripping with blood recalled 
a lover he lived with for several years and fathered two 
children. The other hearts and the rings tattooed on his 
hands were also made in memory of other women, to 
whom he sometimes gave his own surname when, he 
claimed, he had been particularly in love. One of his 
women is depicted holding a fan in her right hand and 

a glass in her left, a reference to their time together in 
Tunis, with the glass evoking the thirst he had felt due to 
heat of that city. F. S.’s tattoos, more than one hundred 
in number, were therefore significant, according to Lom-
broso, not only because they provided a clear demon-
stration of the use of this practice among criminals, but 
also because they confirmed their inclination towards 
symbolism and the use of what he called “hieroglyphs,” 
recalling the most ancient forms of writing.

2. The prisoners of Alessandria
The section of the Alessandria notebook12 containing the 
personal information on the tattooed prisoners studied 
by Luigi Frigerio provides brief notes on forty-two indi-
viduals, each identified not by name and surname but 
only by their prison numbers. The data are organised in 
a table that records information relating both to the pri-
vate and penal lives of each inmate: their circumstances 
of birth, classifying them as legitimate, illegitimate or 
abandoned as children; age; whether their parents were 
alive at the time of arrest; whether they resided in an 
urban or rural area; marital status; profession; property 
owned; level of education; conduct prior to arrest; mili-
tary service; crime committed; cause of the crime; and 
any record of recidivism.

To cite a few cases: register number 136 possibly refers 
to the youngest of the prisoners studied by Frigerio. A soap 
maker by profession and previously of good conduct, he 
was accused of murder at the age of 19, a crime commit-
ted while attempting to steal some money. He had only 
one tattoo, a comet on his right arm. The oldest prisoner, 
on the other hand, was a 54-year-old miller identified by 
register number 23/2, accused of robbery and complicity in 
a revenge killing. At the time of arrest, he was married with 
children. On his right arm he had tattooed a monstrance 
and the date “1882,” while on his left arm he had the words 
“LUCIA MIA” (“my Lucy”; figs. 70 and 71).

From the information in the register, it appears that 
most of the prisoners were convicted of theft. As for 
education, only one man, a soldier accused of robbery 
with violence and aggravated theft, had received higher 
education, while all the others were illiterate. Most of 
the prisoners were legitimate children, and only eight of 
them were married with children. Recidivists formed the 
majority, 27 out of 42. Among them was a 21-year-old 
farm hand accused of arson and recorded as a repeat of-
fender no fewer than 15 times, as well as the aforemen-
tioned soldier, listed as a recidivist “several times, since 
he became a civilian.”

It is worth noting that, unlike Lombroso, Frigerio nev-
er recorded the prisoners’ place of birth, nor their full 
name or initials. Likewise, while Lombroso described 
and interpreted their tattoos, Frigerio merely indicated 
their position on the body and, in some cases, what they 
represented.
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11 Turin, Lombroso Museum, IT SMAUT Lombroso 323; Lombroso 1893, 
p. 580; Santangelo 1893, pp. 115-122; Lombroso 1896a, pp. 347-349; 

Lombroso 1897a, p. XVIII and pl. LXIX, fig. 1; Petrizzo 2015, p. 150; Cilli, 
Montaldo 2018, pp. 86 and 88-89.
12 Turin, Lombroso Museum, IT SMAUT Lombroso 286.
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70. Luigi Frigerio, Notebook from the Alessandria prison with 
reproductions of tattoos, detail, ink, pencil and blue pencil on 
paper, 31 × 21 cm, 1883-1887, Turin, Lombroso Museum (IT 
SMAUT Lombroso 286/8 recto).

It may be supposed that Frigerio had access to another 
register linking the prisoners’ register numbers to their 
names.

3. Tattoos in criminal associations
Lombroso noted that many members of the criminal un-
derworld, in particular camorristi, had tattoos, which 
served both as insignia of belonging to a group and as 
symbols of their role within the association. He had re-
ferred to these in his very first article on tattooing among 
Italians, writing of images of frogs and tarantulas used 
for “esprit de corps” or “of the sect,” along with oth-
er distinctive adornments such as beards, pins, chains 
and rings.13 He returned to the topic later in his career, 
specifying that he had seen such markings on four Nea-
politans and one Sicilian suspected of belonging to the 
Camorra, and suggesting that these were recognition 
signs similar to those used by the Carbonari in 1815.14

A trial of 179 people held in Bari in 1891 helped ce-
ment the icon of the tattooed mafioso or camorrista in 
Italian public opinion.15 L’Illustrazione Italiana dedi-
cated an article to the event, condensing into a single 
page a view of the courtroom and portraits of the main 
protagonists, including the defendants shown with their 
tattoos exposed (fig. 72).16 Among them stood out Tom-
maso Traversa. Depicted with only his private parts cov-
ered, he had numerous tattoos, a characteristic that Ot-
tolenghi claimed distinguished camorristi belonging to 
the “Mala Vita” association in Bari from those living in 
Naples.17 Perhaps for the first time in a courtroom, tat-
tooing was used as evidence of membership in a crimi-
nal organisation whose very existence was on trial. The 
article’s publication in a widely read weekly helped fix 
in the collective imagination the idea of an irrevocable 
pact of loyalty binding members of the underworld to-
gether in their unyielding opposition to society and the 
state.

The same pattern repeated itself with the mass trial 
held in Cosenza on 4 September 1902, involving 103 
people accused of belonging to a criminal association.18 
Of the 103 defendants, aged between 14 and 47, four 
were women, and all wore a red neckerchief as a sign of 
recognition. Once admitted to the group, which required 
payment of a fee of 7.50 lire, members were assigned 
roles according to a predetermined hierarchy: camor-
risti, picciotti di giornata, and picciotti di settimana. In 
addition to taking part in extortion, affiliates engaged 
in acts of public arrogance designed to intimidate the 
population, but at the core of the organisation were also 
commitments that members would seek to help and pro-
tect one another.

Between 16 June and 29 July 1902, surgeon Gaetano 
Fera examined all the defendants, who were being held 
in prisons in Cosenza, and made copies of their tattoos, 
describing in great detail their size, location on the body, 
colour and meaning. Among the most frequent tattoos 
he recorded were crowns topped with crosses, religious 
symbols, initials (their own or those of a lover), pierced 
hearts, a crescent moon encircled by a snake, swords, 
women skipping rope or playing with a ball, anchors 
and warriors (figs. 73-74). During interrogations and fo-
rensic examinations, it emerged that one tattoo common 
to many defendants was a dot drawn in the space be-
tween two fingers, a symbol that one accused man, O. 
M., tried to erase after learning that his companions had 
been subjected to the same examinations.

The study of tattooing among criminals continued to 
occupy Lombroso and his students in later years. In addi-
tion to new cases reported in publications, the Lombroso 

13 Lombroso 1864a, p. 37.
14 Lombroso 1874a, p. 228.
15 Rinella 2016, pp. 3-4.
16 Ciani 1891, p. 312.
17 Ottolenghi 1891, pp. 179-180.
18 Archivio di Stato di Cosenza, Tribunale di Cosenza, criminal case files, 
B.2713, bundle 1329, vols. I and II, Processo Associazione a delinquere.
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Museum contains a photograph of a certain Pignolosa 
(also called Pignalosa), a scarred and repeatedly con-
victed Neapolitan camorrista, apparently dating from the 
early twentieth century. The man is photographed front 
and back and bare-chested in order to reveal his many 
tattoos, including one on his back depicting two men 
facing each other in a knife duel and the words “vendet-
ta della vita,” or “life vendetta” (fig. 75).19 A thirty-year-
old shopkeeper, usurer and camorrista named Giuseppe 
Pignalosa had died in 1888 from wounds received in a 

duel, and may have been a relative of the man whose 
portrait is preserved in Turin.20

In the early twentieth century, first in Paris, then in 
Barcelona, Buenos Aires and in other cities in the Ameri-
cas, youth gangs known as the apaches adopted an el-
egant dress code – sailor’s berets, short fitted jackets, 
flared trousers, brightly coloured scarves, pointed boots, 
and gold buttons – as well as tattoos, as codified ele-
ments expressing their defiance of the police and the 
bourgeoisie.21

71. Luigi Frigerio, Notebook from the Alessandria prison with 
reproductions of tattoos, detail, ink, pencil and blue pencil on 
paper, 31 × 21 cm, 1883–1887, Turin, Lombroso Museum (IT 
SMAUT Lombroso 286/1 recto).

72. G. Ciani, Drawings from life of moments from the trial 
against organized crime held in Bari, 1891, illustration from 
L’Illustrazione italiana, XVIII, no. 20, 1891, p. 312.

19 Turin, Lombroso Museum, inv. no. 1038.
20 Marmo 1989-1990, pp. 180-181.
21 Apaches 1904a and 1904b; Perrot 1979; Schettini, Galeano 2019.
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73. Reproduction of the tattoo of G. M., illustration from the ex-
pert report, Archivio di Stato di Cosenza, Tribunale di Cosenza, 
criminal trials, B.2713, bundle 1329, Vols. I and II, Processo As-
sociazione a delinquere.

74. Reproduction of the tattoo of D’A. A., illustration from the 
expert report, Archivio di Stato di Cosenza, Tribunale di Cosen-
za, criminal trials, B.2713, bundle 1329, Vols. I and II, Processo 
Associazione a delinquere.

75. Frontal and rear portraits of “Pignolosa Camorrista,” two aristotypes on card, 10 × 14.5 cm, late nineteenth to early twentieth 
century, Turin, Lombroso Museum (inv. no. 1038).


