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Recent studies on the role of tattooing in European cul-
ture have shown that in the second half of the nineteenth 
century skin engravings of this type were far from be-
ing a hallmark of criminal milieus. On the contrary, they 
were widely practised by a broad range of people and ex-
pressed a spectrum of very common ideas and feelings.1

The documentation preserved at the Lombroso Museum 
provides confirmation of these findings for a small group 
of individuals whose life experiences are at least partially 
known to us. The 20 portraits preserved in the Museum – 
14 some full-length, six others partial – were made over 
a period of about 30 years, from mid-1870s to the early 
years of the twentieth century. Of these, 19 depict prison-
ers, while one represents a patient from the Palermo men-
tal asylum. This study has used the information contained 
in the captions of the plates, which derive from the inter-
views conducted by Lombroso and his collaborators. One 
of these interviews, with a juvenile inmate who had taken 
part in an uprising at the Generala state reformatory in Tu-
rin, was published in an appendix to the second edition 
of L’uomo delinquente: “When asked if he has any tattoos 
on any part of his body, he shows us several figures on 
his right arm: two crossed swords, below which are the 
initials M. N., which he declares represent the name of a 
friend; then on the inner side and along the length of the 
forearm is the inscription ‘a morte i vili’ [‘death to the cow-
ardly’], and beside it ‘E. W. L’ALLEANZA’ [‘long live the 
alliance’]; on the outer side, a long snake winds between 
the various tattoos, stretching from the wrist to the elbow 
crease. The extensive tattooing is not confined to the left 
arm; on the right, he wished to imprint the memory of a 
friend and accomplice killed in the 1875 uprising at the 
Generala reformatory – the heart, the service number 208 
belonging to the deceased, two crossed cannons above 
and two swords below, and the date 1875 recall, as with 
any true funerary monument, the tragic case”.2

The information gathered during the interviews with 
the inmates has served as the basis for several scientific 
publications on tattooing.3 In the course of this study, the 
biographical data were verified through research in the 

available archival sources, particularly those of the Tu-
rin court.4 The results are presented in the following two 
charts: the first (fig. 89), dedicated to the iconographic 
subjects, covers 19 of the individuals portrayed, for a to-
tal of 367 figurative elements, some of which appear in 
combination with others. The second chart (fig. 90) fo-
cuses instead on the meanings attributed to the tattoos by 
the individuals themselves, grouped into categories. The 
analysis was limited to cases where the information in 
the captions was sufficiently clear, and therefore concerns 
only 13 individuals, for a total of 176 symbols.

The “tattooed men” of the Lombroso Museum were 
mostly Italians, including six from Piedmont, but there 
were also five Frenchmen and one Egyptian (born to Ital-
ian parents). The youngest at the time his portrait was 
taken, between 1886 and 1888, was C. B., a Neapolitan 
soldier born in 1864, followed by E. M. and A. Q., both 
born in 1861. The most recent portrait is of M. S., known 
as Materìa, who was born in around 1879 and photo-
graphed, interviewed and drawn between 1906 and 1908.

The men certainly had a common experience of partici-
pating in Mediterranean military and prison life. A. B. and 
A. G., Frenchmen from Blanzy and Lorette respectively, 
two places not far from Lyon, had both worked in glass-
works before being conscripted into the army and then 
committing offences that led them to military imprison-
ment. After serving their sentences, they were sent to the 
punitive units of North Africa, from which they escaped 
and fled to Italy, only to be arrested and imprisoned in 
Turin in 1886. F. S. was born in Alexandria, Egypt, and 
had lived for long periods in various cities along the North 
African coast and in the East, and probably also in Malta 
and some unspecified Italian localities, before being ad-
mitted to the Palermo asylum. F. G., born in Vercelli in 
1843, had also spent time in Africa and, in memory of that 
experience, had tattoos of a “savage man” and a “savage 
woman” on each of his arms. S. F., on the other hand, 
hoped to travel to Africa once he was released from the 
Turin prison system. Born in Mondovì, he had emigrated 
to France, where he was tattooed in prison, serving a 
three-year sentence for rebellion and abusing a public of-
ficer. A. Q., born in Novara, and G. A., from Serravalle 
Scrivia, had both been expelled from France after a period 
of imprisonment. The latter had worked as a miner at La 
Grand-Combe, in the department of Gard, an experience 
to which he had dedicated a tattoo. 

1 Caplan 1997, p. 134; Alker, Shoemaker 2022, pp. 835-836 and 860.
2 Lombroso 1878, p. 523.
3 Boselli, Lombroso 1887a, pp. 1-2; Lombroso 1887d; Santangelo 1893; 
Carrara 1908.
4 See the contribution by Cristina Stalteri in this volume.
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Given the many links to France, it is not surprising to 
find that several of the prisoners, including the Italians, 
bore French writings or symbols. Lettered inscriptions 
were by far the most common type of tattoo, further evi-
dence of the long process through which the working 
classes acquired the use of writing. Among these inscrip-
toins, the phrase “Le passé m’a trompé, le présent me 
tourmente, l’avenir m’épouvante” (“The past has deceived 
me, the present torments me, the future frightens me”), 
carried by A. B. on his left arm, by J. M., a deserter from 
the French navy, on his abdomen, and by S. F. on his 
left hand, was a popular proverb in prisons of the era, 
perhaps inspired by a pamphlet of the same title by Jean 
Michel Bouverot, which praised Napoleon Bonaparte. 
Lacassagne had seen it three times on soldiers in the puni-
tive units of the French army in Africa, while a version in 
Italian, “il passato mi tortura, l’avvenire mi spaventa” is re-
corded in the autobiographical memoir of a Turin inmate.5

On a more philosophical level, G. M. bore the god-
dess Fortuna, depicted as a woman balancing on a wheel, 
a classical image that has symbolised the precariousness 
of human destiny since antiquity. A very similar figure is 
also found in another portrait in the collection, for which 
no biographical information is available (IT SMAUT Lom-
broso 321), and was observed on two Sicilians: the first, 
an illiterate old sailor, had it tattooed in around 1827; the 
second, a craftsman, nearly sixty years later.6 Stars were 
instead frequently used to symbolise a life marked by des-
tiny, or at least one that was out of the ordinary. This was 
the case with the ill-fated star of Materìa, and the one 
under which E. M. – a peddler, shop assistant, acrobat, 

watchmaker and polyglot – was born. He was “convicted 
at least 50 times for rebellion” and at the time of his por-
trait had been recruited as an informant for the Turin po-
lice. A star could also signify love for a woman, a guiding 
point in life – or it did at least in one case (figs. 91-93). 
Lacassagne noted that stars were among the most com-
mon metaphorical emblems.7

A mark that was likely more typical of post-unification 
Italy was the stylised figure of an outlaw. E. M. bore on his 
right forearm the celebrated Pietro Mottino, an epic figure 
of mid-nineteenth-century Piedmont, while B. C. displayed 
the brigand “Caluso,” perhaps Giuseppe or Michele Caruso, 
on his chest. B. C acquired this tattoo while serving time 
in the hard labour prison of Gaeta, where he had met the 
outlaw’s son. The wolf tattoo belonging to S. F. appears to 
be a unique yet eloquent case: together with the inscription 
“Je suis l’enfant du Malheur” (“I am the child of misfor-
tune”), it recalled the hunger and misery he had endured. 
For his part, J. M. carried a stark verdict on his life engraved 
across his forehead: “Pas de chance” (“bad luck”). This too 
is unique in the collection preserved at the Lombroso Mu-
seum, but, leaving aside the placement, was far from rare 
among the subjects studied by Lacassagne.8

Symbols of justice were, of course, another common 
feature drawn from the lives of these men: whether the 
serpents coiled around Materìa’s limbs and torso, which 
recalled his constant struggle with the police and warned 
him not to give in to authority; or the crest with the coded 
inscription “Death to the musketeers” (meaning the prison 
guards), which B. C. had on his shoulder, along with his 
self-portrait as a convict in chains; or again, the figure of 

89. The chart shows the variety and frequency of iconographic subjects recorded on the 19 individuals, 
for a total of 367 individual figurative elements, some of which are combined with others.

5 Lacassagne 1881, pp. 48, 61; Lombroso 1888, p. 223.
6 Bertè 1892, pp. 213-214.

Iconographic subjects

Accessories: 3%

Animals: 8%

Weapons: 4%

Hearts: 6%

Dates: 2%

Celestial bodies: 5%

Naval elements: 4%

Vegetal elements: 7%

Female figures: 11%

Geometric figures: 2%

Male figures: 10%

Mythological figures: 1%

Inscriptions: 13%

Sacred objects: 4%

Honours/medals: 2%

Sexual organs: 1%

Occupational symbols: 1%

Symbols of death: 1%

Coats of arms: 1%

Other: 14%

7 Ibid., pp. 48, 55 and 61.
8 Ibid., p. 48.
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90. The chart shows the distribution by category of the meanings attributed to the tattoos. The analysis involved 13 
individuals, for a total of 176 symbols.

the French gendarme, the subject of an offensive scene 
displayed by A. G. on his left arm. Vows of vengeance 
against spies and traitors were also common, as was the 
skull and crossbones, the emblem of death and revenge. 
A particularly exceptional case among the individuals por-
trayed is that of F. S., who had etched on his skin the 
figures of three women he had raped during the French 
army’s conquest of Sfax, in Tunisia, on 13 July 1881, along 
with the name of a fourth woman, who had likewise been 
forced to submit under threat of a dagger (fig. 94).

Self-inflicted stigmas, and souvenirs of reckonings with 
justice and of crimes committed represent only a part – not 
the majority – of the symbolism utilised by this group of 
individuals. By contrast, symbols and inscriptions referring 
to personal affections, in the vast majority of cases of a 
woman or women loved, accounted for a third of the tat-
toos whose meaning is known to us through the subjects’ 
own declarations. These involve names and dates, but also 
hearts (pierced, bleeding, chained or aflame), bracelets and 
rings, numerous clothed or nude female figures, anchors, 
flowers and messenger birds. Some found space for visual 
tributes to their fathers, in the form of funerary monuments 
or an affectionate phrase, for the names of their mothers, 
and in one case for the memory of a sailor friend and trav-
elling companion, “a most skilful guitar player.”

Pure and positive feelings unconnected to the memory 
of a lover, family member or friend appeared in the form 
of suns, birds and cupids. Recollections of lived experi-
ences were also frequent, expressed through various sym-
bols, such as the mermaid that reminded one inmate of a 
shipwreck and an adventurous rescue, or the decoration 
that F. S. had engraved on his chest, a prize he awarded 
himself for the skill with which he had escaped other dan-
gers. Mermaids, cupids and devils were the mythological 
creatures favoured by the tattooed men (figs. 95-96). Other 

common souvenirs include symbols of a trade, such as the 
two wrestlers that F. G. carried on his left arm (fig. 97); 
the flags and crests of nations to which some of the men 
had emigrated; the crescent moon and turbaned man of 
those who had been to the East; and references to military 
service. Political symbols were also not infrequent, such 
as Liberty, republican emblems, crowns and symbols of 
nationality. While the Savoy crest was common among Ital-
ians born during the years of the creation of the Kingdom 
of Italy, contemporary historical figures were rare: particu-
larly striking among them is an irreverent framed portrait 
of a bare-breasted woman, which R. F., despite being from 
Canavese in Piedmont, claimed depicted Queen Victoria. 
The Savoy subject bore that design on his chest (fig. 98).

Equally scarce were references to industrial society, but 
one example is the steamship that C. B. had tattooed on 
his thigh to remind himself of his intention to become a 
sailor (fig. 99). Religious symbols – monstrances, crosses 
and crucifixes, rosary crowns, patens, images of saints – 
were also not numerous, a sign of ongoing secularisation 
even in the symbolism of fin de siècle tattoos. By contrast, 
pleasurable activities – sex and drinking – were well rep-
resented: couples engaged in sexual intercourse (fig. 100), 
winged penises and vaginas, obscene mottos and double 
entendres, tavern scenes and women raising toasts are all 
depicted, the latter representing an indispensable tribute 
to the good times that for prisoners were no more than 
a memory. Connected with sex, and perhaps a Mediter-
ranean tradition not matched in Northern Europe,9 were 
tattoos on the penis: A. G. had a boot with a spur, C. B. 
a star, J. M. a butterfly and a bunch of grapes, and F. S. a 
fish, seven dots, two initials and two twigs.

9 Baer 1895, p. 162; Alker, Shoemaker 2022, p. 855.

Significati attribuiti dagli individui tatuati ai loro tatuaggi
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Fig. 91 Fig. 92 Fig. 93
Fig. 95Fig. 94
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Fig. 96
Fig. 98

Fig. 99
Fig. 97

Fig. 100


