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ABSTRACT

Tribal tattoos have been used for years as a symbol of all humanity. Tribal tattoos were the first tattoo designs the ever graced 
the face of the earth. This paper examined the tribal tattoos as part of tribal’s socio-cultural life and the reason for wearing 
tattoo, the different types and the processes of making tattoo designs and its care, the significant of tattoo as related to culture 
and tradition, and a look at tattoo in the new millennium. Tribal symbols vary, reasons for tattooing were generally the same; 
ranging from marriage and rite of passage. In tribal communities of Odisha both men and women like to tattoo their bodies 
and children as young as 5 years are found with tattoo marks on their bodies and faces.
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Art is one of the channels of manifestation of human culture. It 
is through art the aesthetic aspect of human culture is reflect-
ed. The Odishan culture has been nourished and nurtured by 
the tribal traditions from ancient times. The aboriginals, de-
prived by customs or taboo of many media of expression fixed 
some satisfaction of their aoristic impulses in the decoration 
of their own bodies .The custom of adoring the actual skin 
survives in the tattoo which is widely practiced in aboriginal 
India. Painting of body continues on ceremonial occasions. 
The tribal people have their own impulse in the decoration of 
their own bodies. They show a remarkable taste in decorating 
themselves with the use of flowers, leafs etc. Body deforma-
tion is also an interesting part of the tribal life style. They de-
form their own bodies due to some magico-religious beliefs. 
There are several significant meanings and legends behind 
the tribal tattoos because many tribes require tattoos for dif-
ferent cultural reasons. Tribal communities in Odisha have 
their own traditional folk songs and dance and these are a 
part of their way of life. Body tattoo, which is now a hip and 
happening thing in cities, is a part of their ethnic culture and 
is practiced by women folks even today in most of the tribal 
communities of Odisha. 

The socio-cultural life of different tribal communities of Odisha 
is affluent with their own folk songs, dances and their tradi-
tional tattoos. Tribal culture of Orissa is well depicted in its 
modern city in form of poems, art and craft or music. People 
of different tribal communities of Odisha have tattooed their 
bodies with a variety of symbols showing their religious be-
liefs, status symbols, declarations of love, or even different 
forms of punishment. The tradition is to apply the tattoos by 
hand, and this skill is passed on from one generation to the 
next. The tattoos done by the experienced tribal tattoo art-
ists show their endurance and dedication to the cultural tra-
ditions. Generally the Tribal Tattoos symbolize individuality, 
experiences, status, religion, and art and they come in many 
shapes, sizes, colors, designs, and styles. Tribal tattoos were 
looked at as mythical creatures.

 Tattooing is one of the popular arts of body decoration among 
the tribals. Tattooing is a permanent mark applied on the body 
of an individual as a symbol of socio-cultural practice or per-
sonal interest body decoration. The tattoo marks are drawn 
on one’s body by pricking pigments into the skin. A needle 
or bunch of needles are disposed into a typical indigenous 

solution and then are injected to the skin. It is widely popular 
among the tribal people of Odisha. The designs were differ-
ent for men and woman. Most of the girls and women of the 
tribal communities are tattooed. In older days, it was a shame 
for the Kandha girls not to have tattooing marks on their face 
to be essential tattooing is considered recognition basically it 
was compulsory for the young maidens after marriage. The 
tribals of Odisha treat the tattoo marks as worthy of social 
importance. The Chirlya (bird) mark must be borne by a Bhill 
woman prior to her marriage and is always tattooed at the 
side angles of the eyes. Sometimes the tattoo marks signify 
the specific tribal community of the bearer and it is a symbol 
of the clan and the identification of the person. Tattoo marks 
are connected with the magical ideas. A black dot on the fore-
head of chin protects women folk from the evil eyes. The ab-
sence of tattoo marks among the women of some tribes con-
sidered to be inauspicious. There is a belief among the Bhills 
that the figures drawn on the body are the evidence of good 
deeds which go with a person to his post mortem existence. 

Women are used to tattooing on visible parts of their bodies. It 
is believed that the origin of tattooing was being sought in the 
fear of abduction of women. On the other hand, it is seen the 
tribal people believe they will memorize their ancestor after 
death by the similarities of the tattoo marks they have. The 
instruments tattooing consists of some tools of pricking the 
colour pigments and the healing medicine. Colour pigments 
are prepared from the juice of different forest plants.

Tattooing is common among many traditional communities 
especially among the Kandhas of Odisha. They believe that 
tattoo develops resistance power in the body. Kandhas tattoo 
their hands, feet, forehead, and legs as mark of decoration. 
Both the males and especially females adopt the habit of the 
tattooing. They tattoo their bodies in the nearly weekly mar-
kets and the persons who draws comes from far and distant 
places. The men among the Gond tribe prefer to make tattoo 
marks on the out sides of legs at knee level and sometimes 
on the upper arms.

Tattooing is widely popular among Odishan tribals for various 
common purposes as follows:

- Social sanctions.
- To develop the ethnic identity.



Volume : 3 | Issue : 4 | May 2013 ISSN - 2250-1991

PARIPEX - INDIAN JOURNAL OF RESEARCH  X 293 

REFERENCES

1. Bose, N.K.(1971),: Tribal life in India, National Book Trust, New Delhi. | 2. Choudhury, N.D.(1970),: Two aspects of Bhill Family. Tribe, Vol.VII, No.3. | 3. Demello, 
Margo.(2000),: Bodies of Inscription: A Cultural History of the Modern Tattoo Community , Durham: Duke University Press. | 4. Elwin, V.(1955),: Religion of an Indian 
Tribe, Oxford University Press. | 5. Elwin, V.(1951),: The tribal Art of Middle India, Oxford University Press. London | 6. Mazumdar, D.N.(1994),: The Fortunes of primitive 
Tribes, Universal publishers, Lucknow. | 7. Pattanaik, N.(2005),: Primitive tribes of Orissa and their development strategies, D.K. Print world. | 8. Ray, B.C.(2009),:Tribals 
of Orissa, Gyan Books. New Delhi.

- To have a religious sanction.
- Self mutilation, self sacrifice to the unseen powers and 

purity of the body.
- Distinct from the male identity.
- Concept of beauty in tribal society is an astronomic 

knowledge which is unknown to us.
The professional tattooist or tattooing women are found in the 
tribal societies of Odisha mostly in southern and middle Odi-
sha. They practice the tattooing for their own clan, matters in 
family. There are two occasions during the birth, marriage and 
death rites, the tattooing taken up. The Savara tribe of Odisha 
used to practice tattooing called “Chitakuteiba”. The Gond 
and Kandha tribe call it “Bana Godana”. Women of Kandha 
communities of Odisha are well known for their decorative tat-
toos on the face, which as per their belief identifies them after 
death with their own relatives.

The tribal girls tattoo their whole body with complex artistic 
expression. It is believed that ornaments don’t help in pro-
moting virtue but it is the right action with a person and the 
tattooing in the body is counted to judge one’s virtue. Some 
Odishan tribal people like the Juang and Kandha women dec-
orate their bodies with tattoo marks which having significant 
values. The painting of tattoo marks on the body is painful, 
but once accepted as a social custom and the young girls 
were compelled to pain their bodies. The Kandha girls are 
seen painted with tattoo marks, here the graphical line are 
drawn representing different flowers, stars, moon, sun and 
some magical forms and motifs etc. The linier lines are curve, 

parallel, zigzag, crossed diagonal and straight. In the ancient 
Kandha tribe the ladies paint tattoos on their faces to avoid 
projecting their natural beauty. For the special tattoos, the 
tribe is known as Kutia Kandha. The Kutia Kandha women 
are readily identifiable by their geometric facial tattoos that on 
close observation bear striking similarity to tiger’s whiskers. 
These identifying marks ensure they will recognize each other 
in the spirit world. The Gadava women of southern Odisha 
are traditionally distinguished by their facial tattoos. Tattooing 
is popular among the Bathudi women. It is called “Khada”. 
According to their traditions, prior to marriage, a Bathudi girl 
tattoos one or two floral designs on her forehead or arm. 
The tribals’ believed that a man is incomplete without tattoo 
marks. They try to complete their life through the unseen pow-
ers which are evidently marked in their tattoo.

Now days due to the effect of social change, modernization, 
westernization, the tribals have forgotten their own traditions. 
Due to the effect of urbanization they have left their home 
land and attracted towards a new culture. Tattooing is practice 
by the tribals in less number. 

The purpose of tribal tattoos has now changed, and it is now 
considered as fashion, it is used to beauty. Some of the so-
cio-culturally significant beautiful and well designed tattoos of 
different tribal groups are no more used by the concerned 
community men. Due to socioeconomic transformation and 
changed in their religious life, these unique designs have dis-
appeared from the concerned tribal groups.


