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FANNY WONU VEYS 
“Tattoo the Women, but Not the Men”: Female 
Tattooing in Tonga 
 
 
Abstract 
Whether the tattooing of women was practiced in Tonga before the general ban 
on tattooing in 1839 is debated among both researchers and the contemporary 
tattooist community. This research note explores oral histories, written sources, 
and pictorial materials to paint a balanced picture of the history of female tattoo-
ing in Tonga and possibly break gender binaries.  
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The idea that there was little tattooing (tātatau—literally “to beat in symmetry”1) 
of both men and women in Tonga is pervasive in academic writing on Tongan arts 
from the 1970s onward. This assertion was perhaps encouraged by the anthropol-
ogist Adrienne Kaeppler, an important scholar of material and performance cul-
ture in Tonga, who wrote in 1978: “There was not very much tattooing on Tonga, 
and what there [was] was done by Samoans.”2 The anthropologist Alfred Gell, in 
his 1993 book on tattooing in Polynesia, adheres to the theory that in Hawai‘i and 
Tonga tattooing of men and women was less prevalent and less socially important, 
certainly when compared to the Marquesas.3 If male tattooing in Tonga (see Fig. 
1) is debated in academic writing, the existence of female tattooing is mostly com-
pletely overlooked. In addition, until recently it was thought that the only nine-
teenth-century visual record of Tongan tattooing was Tatouage de la Cuisse des 
hommes (Tattooing of the Male Thigh; Fig. 2), made by Louis-Auguste de Sainson 
and published in the atlas accompanying the 1827 journal of Jules Sébastien 
Dumont d’Urville aboard the Astrolabe.4 This research note examines more evi-
dence of Tongan female tattooing up to the twentieth century and fits within a 
larger research project studying and nuancing the history and art of tattooing in 
Tonga against a backdrop of political, social, and gender realities in both Tongan 
and European contexts.  
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Figure 1. An often-overlooked image from 1793 portraying a young man named Latu with waist-
to-thigh tattoos. Juan Ravenet, Latu, de la familia de los Eguis en las Islas de Vavao (Latu from the 
family of the ‘eiki [chiefs] on the islands of Vava‘u), ca. 1793. Laid paper and pencil, 38.8 x 24.7 cm. 
Courtesy of Archivo del Museo Naval de Madrid 
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Figure 2. The middle image (“5. Tatouage de la Cuisse des hommes (Tattooing of the Male Thigh),”) 
is long believed to be the only nineteenth-century image of tattooing in Tonga. Louis-Auguste de 
Sainson, Tonga-Tabou, 1830–35. Engraving, 52.5 x 33 cm. From Jules-Sébastien-César Dumont 
d’Urville, Voyage de la corvette l’Astrolabe exécuté par ordre du roi: pendant les années 1826–
1827–1828–1829 (Paris: J. Tastu, 1830–35). Courtesy of The New York Public Library Digital Collec-
tions 
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Only For Men? 
 
According to a myth recounting the origin of tattooing in Tonga, collected by  
Methodist missionary Thomas Williams and told from a Fijian perspective, women 
were not tattooed. The myth tells of a young Tongan chief who saw the practice 
of tattooing in Fiji. He was given tattooing tools and taught the correct protocol in 
the form of a chant: “Tattoo the women, but not the men.” According to the myth, 
once back in Tonga, the young chief struck his foot violently on a rock and, in the 
confusion that followed, mistakenly reversed the order of the chant, thus instruct-
ing Tongans to tattoo only men and not women.5 From a Fijian point of view, the 
story aims to ridicule the practice of tattooing in Tonga; in Fiji only women were 
tattooed, and mainly around the hips, genital area, and buttocks, though hands 
and arms could also be tattooed depending on the region.6  

But historically, was tattooing in Tonga really only for men? Today, con-
servative Christians support the view that women should not be tattooed. Tonga 
is one of only seven countries globally that has not ratified the Convention on the 
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women.7 While women in 
Tonga have traditionally held a high status as sisters, this position has been sup-
pressed considerably through the actions of conservative churches and govern-
mental institutions.8 For the most part, Western ideas of the proper role, power, 
and status of women have made it inconceivable for many Tongans—and, more 
widely, some members of the research community—to contemplate female tat-
tooed bodies. However, members of the Tongan royal family affirm the tradition 
of tattooing women. When two of the daughters of Princess Pilolevu received tat-
toos in 2010, one of them, the Honorable Frederica Tuita Felipe, said, “Sadly, what 
knowledge of tattooing Tongans have left today, [is] simply bits and pieces of its 
true worth to the culture. Our people have either lost, forgotten or suppressed 
the value that ta tatau [sic] had in our culture and the honor it carried.”9 

In historical sources, tattooing is mentioned only sparingly. The Dutchmen 
Jacob Le Maire and Willem Corneliszoon Schouten were the first Westerners to 
visit Tonga in 1616. Le Maire, describing tattooing, struggles to put what he is see-
ing into words and therefore uses an analogy, saying that tattooed Tongans ap-
pear “as if burnt by gunpowder.”10 Le Maire’s wordlist of the language of Niua—
related to Tongan and spoken on the islands of Niuatoputapu and Niuafo‘ou—
includes “tetau,” which he defines as “their pricking on the body.”11 This charac-
terisation is remarkable as it describes the technical application of tattooing. The 
journals of the British explorer James Cook, whose voyages reached Tonga in 
1773, 1774, and 1777, mention both male and female tattooing, but tattooing for 
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women is said to be restricted to the hands and the upper arms.12 In contrast, 
Louis-August Deschamps, the surgeon and botanist on the 1793 voyage of Bruni 
d’Entrecasteaux, suggests a complete equality between female and male tattoo-
ing. Deschamps, who himself had been tattooed from waist to knee, writes: “The 
men and the women have the habit to apply different ornaments to the skin by 
puncturing with an instrument that they dip in a black colour that stays under the 
epidermis. These designs have an infinite variety and are not totally without taste. 
These punctures are not very painful as I have experienced myself; but because 
one needs often to come back to the same place, the operation becomes more 
sensitive towards the end. One calls this ornament tatao which serves both 
sexes.”13  

 
 

 
Figure 3. Jacques Louis Copia after Jean Piron, Femme des Îles des Amis (Woman from the Friendly 
Islands), 1793. Engraving, plate mark 30.5 x 44.5 cm. The National Library of Australia, PIC Volume 
592 #U8147/35-36 NK3030. Courtesy of The National Library of Australia  
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A drawing made by Jean Piron during d’Entrecasteaux’s voyage illustrates 
another element of female tattooing.14 In Femme des Îles des Amis, a woman with 
a tattooed necklace, concentric circles tattooed on her shoulder, and a band of 
interlaced concentric circles on her upper arm is portrayed (Fig. 3). The naturalist 
on that voyage, Jacques Labillardière, who compiled an extensive list of Indige-
nous vocabulary words, refers to this type of tattooing as “tai,” defined as “tat-
tooing in concentric circles on the arms and shoulders.”15 The tattooed necklace 
might refer to the bird-feet design tattooed on the throat of priests and dedicated 
to the devotion of the rail (kalae), one of the Tu‘i Tonga’s (Tongan king’s) sacred 
animals.16 Thus, it seems likely that the woman depicted by Labillardière was ei-
ther part of the entourage of the Tu‘i Tonga or of royal descent.  
 
 
Seeing Tattooed Female Bodies 
 
With a few exceptions—such as the whaler William Waldegrave, who described 
seeing tattooed star motifs on women’s legs in 1830—nineteenth-century sailors, 
explorers, and scientists in the Pacific only described those parts of Indigenous 
women’s bodies that were always exposed. Historically, both Tongan men and 
women dressed with a piece of barkcloth, often covered with a fine mat, wrapped 
around their lower bodies (Fig. 4). The only way that European men arriving on 
Tongan shores could possibly have seen Tongan tattoos on the lower body would 
have been during sexual encounters.  

It is well known that the primary, or sole, interest that many eighteenth- 
and nineteenth-century European sailors had in the Indigenous women they en-
countered in the Pacific was as potential sexual partners.17 During his 1769 voyage 
on the Endeavour, Cook had allowed sex between his crew members and Tahitian 
women. A few years later in Tonga, because of what had happened in Tahiti, Cook 
was very concerned with preventing his men from spreading sexually transmitted 
diseases among the Tongan people. While at the beginning of his stay in Tonga 
Cook thought that chastity seemed “to be held in not great estimation,” he later 
concluded that married Tongan women seemed to be faithful to their husbands, 
and he argued that the women who came out to meet his expedition’s boats were 
“whores by profession brought to us in order to make the most of the present 
time.”18 

Regardless, the journal entries written by Cook’s crew members are sprin-
kled with attestations of sexual encounters.19 For example, Captain Charles Clerke  
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Figure 4. Juan Ravenet, Indias del Archipielago de Babao. Islas de los amigos (Natives of the archi-
pelago of Vavao. Friendly Islands), 1793. Watercolour and wash, 22.5 x 18.5 cm, Mitchell Library, 
State Library of New South Wales, FL1110210 / FL1110236. Courtesy of the Mitchell Library, State 
Library of New South Wales  
 
 
and the surgeon  David Samwell  describe  some  of  the  Tongan  women  as  “good lasses”  
who “readily contributed their share to our entertainment” and would spend the 
night aboard the ship for the price of “a Shirt or a Hatchet.”20 Samwell also said 
that the Nomuka girls “followed [them] from island to island . . . to the Haʻapai 
Isles and afterwards to Tongatapu.”21 The naturalist William Anderson supported 
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Cook’s prostitution line, saying that there were women who “absolutely con-
verted it into a fixed article of trade.”22 The second officer James King stated that 
“by no means all of the women are to be understood to be purchased by our 
riches, all the married and many young women were impregnable, and I am pretty 
well convinced that the daughters of the Principal Chiefs did not at all appear.”23 
As Cook failed miserably in preventing his men from spreading venereal disease, 
the historian Patty O’Brien doubts his intentions.24 The anthropologist Marshall 
Sahlins and the Pacific historian Serge Tcherkézoff have argued against what the 
latter calls an “exclusively masculinist vision of these episodes” of sexual encoun-
ter that “effectively silenced the visions and voices of Polynesian women.”25  
 It is noteworthy that the voyage that produced the most detailed infor-
mation about Tongan tattooing, including names of female tattooing motifs and a 
drawing of a tattooed woman, was that of Bruni d’Entrecasteaux. During this voy-
age, it was an open secret—at least to men of upper rank aboard the ship—that 
the ship’s steward, Louis Girardin, was actually a female sailor named Marie-
Louise Victoire Girardin.26 It seems likely that Girardin provided the scientists on 
the voyage with information on female tattooing by giving names of motifs, for 
example. In my research, I intend to examine the nature of sexual encounters dur-
ing voyages of exploration and raise questions around the gender identity markers 
that transcend the Western binarity of femininity and masculinity to include 
Tongan social gender categories such as fakaleitī (often termed “binarity-confirm-
ing third gender”). This may help explain why fewer descriptions were made of 
female tattooing than male tattooing.  
 
 
High Rank 
 
Everything in Tonga is based on inequality, a fact that was truer in the past than 
in the present. There are inequalities in prestige, power, authority, and status, 
which are always contextual as well. This means that in every situation, inequality 
is reconfigured taking the context into account. Concerning the rank of women, 
three principles are important: 1) an older person ranks higher than a younger 
one, 2) sisters rank higher than brothers, and 3) a man’s family ranks higher than 
his wife’s. The brother-sister relationship is still characterised by respect 
(faka‘apa‘apa) and avoidance. Alfred Gell has suggested that the rank of women 
in pre-twentieth-century Tonga was perhaps too high for them to get tattoos.27 
The possibility that it was more difficult to find tattooists who could actually touch 
women, needs to be examined further. It is, for example, well known that the Tu‘i 



Veys │ “Tattoo the Women” 

 33 

Tonga could not be touched by Tongans because of his high rank. Because of this, 
when he wished to be tattooed, he would travel to Sāmoa.28 This practice may 
also be related to the way tattooing was perceived before the beginning of the 
twentieth century. The anthropologist Makiko Kuwahara has demonstrated that 
in precolonial Tahiti, lower ranking people needed tattooing to protect them from 
the mana (power) of high-ranking people.29 Could it be that both Tongan women 
and the king, because of their high rank, did not need this protection? Tattooing 
was certainly a process that young men should undergo, lest they be ridiculed if 
they did not submit themselves to this practice. There is no account of women 
experiencing the same social pressure to get tattooed.30 Whether tattooing also 
constituted a rite of passage for women needs to be investigated further. It is pos-
sible that the Fijian myth not only ridicules Tongans, but might also reflect a real-
ity.  
 
 
Epilogue 
 
The first written laws in Tonga, the Code of Vava‘u of 1839, promulgated by 
Tāufa‘āhau, chief of Vava‘u and Ha‘apai, officially forbade the practice of tattoo-
ing, stating: “It is not lawful to tatatau or kaukau or to perform any other idola-
trous ceremonies, if any one does so, he will be judged and punished and fined for 
so doing.”31 According to the missionary John Thomas, the code that was printed 
in 1838 had already been in effect because it formed part of the curriculum in 
Tongan  schools in the early 1830s. The code’s laws were applied in Vava‘u and 
Ha‘apai, as those were the places that Tāufa‘āhau exercised his authority. When 
Tāufa‘āhau became the nineteenth Tu‘i Kanokupolu in 1845,32 the code was ex-
tended to Tongatapu and the rest of Tonga.33 For offences such as murder, theft, 
and alcohol abuse, the punishments described in the code are gendered; the 
weight of the judgment was different according to whether a man or a woman 
was the perpetrator. However, regarding the prohibition on tattooing, the code 
does not explicitly stipulate different punishments for men and women. If they 
were reprimanded alike, does this suggest that women were tattooed as often as 
men? And that that tattooing was perhaps not the worst of crimes?  

Today, both Tongan women and men are increasingly adorned with tat-
toos, thus playing a crucial role in the resurgence of Indigenous tattooing. Tattoo-
ing brings honour and pride to Tongan women today, as it is connected to notions 
of traditional knowledge, spiritual culture, and kin-based networks. For these 
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reasons, it is all the more important to insert an accurate portrayal of Tongan 
women’s agency regarding tattooing in the historical record.  
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