




The Oxford English Dictionary gives the etymology 

of tattoo as, “In 18th c. tattaow, tattow. From 

Polynesian tatau. In Tahitian, tatu.” The word tatau 

was introduced as a loan word into English; its 

pronunciation was changed to conform to English 

phonology as “tattoo”. Sailors on later voyages both 

introduced the word and reintroduced the concept 

of tattooing to Europe.

Tattoo enthusiasts may refer to 

tattoos as “ink”, “pieces”, “skin art”, 

“tattoo art”, “tats”, or “work”; to 

the creators as “tattoo artists”, 

“tattooers”, or “tattooists”; and to 

places where they work as “tattoo 

shops”, “tattoo studios”, or “tattoo 

parlours”.

Usage of the terms “skin art”, 

“tattoo art”, “pieces”, and work” 

is gaining greater support, with 

mainstream art galleries holding 

exhibitions of both conventional 

and custom tattoo designs. 

Beyond Skin, at the Museum of 

Croydon, is an example of this as it 

challenges the stereotypical view 

of tattoos and who has them. 

The Japanese word irezumi means “insertion of 

ink” and can mean tattoos. The most common 

word used for traditional Japanese tattoo designs 

is Horimono. Japanese may use the word “tattoo” 

to mean non-Japanese styles of tattooing. Source: 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tattoo





  A tattoo is a body modification, made by inserting indelible ink into the dermis layer of the 

skin to change the pigment. The first written reference to the word, “tatau”  (Samoan) appears 

in a journal by European Joseph Banks in Febraury 1820. The word “tattoo” was brought to 

Europe by the explorer James Cook, when he returned in 1771 from his first voyage to Tahiti 

and New Zealand. In his narrative of the voyage, he refers to an operation called “tattaw”. 

Before this it had been described as scarring, painting, or staining. Tattooing has been 

practiced for centuries in many cultures, particularly in Asia, and spread throughout the world. 

The Ainu, an indigenous people of Japan, traditionally had facial tattoos. Today, one can find 

Atayal, Seediq, Truku, and Saisiyat of Taiwan, Berbers of Tamazgha (North Africa), Yoruba, Fulani and Hausa 

people of Nigeria, and Māori of New Zealand with facial tattoos. Tattooing spread among Polynesians 

and among certain tribal groups in Africa, Borneo, Cambodia, Europe, Japan, the Mentawai Islands, 

MesoAmerica, New Zealand, North America and South America, the Philippines, and Taiwan. Despite some 

taboos surrounding 

tattooing, the practice 

continues to be 

popular in many parts 

of the world.
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