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Deliberate, permanent, meaningful marks on human skin are as old as humanity 
itself. But the early modern period opened a new era in the history of cutane-
ous marking. Beginning in the fifteenth century, intensifying global travel and 
trade, especially the slave trade, forced bodies and dermal practices into contact as 
never before. The distinctive skin cultures and marking practices of Asia, Europe, 
Africa, the Americas, and Oceania began to circulate and reshape one another. 
While much of our evidence of this circulation and transformation comes from 
texts and images created by Europeans, the phenomena they document were 
global. Dermal marking had its place in diverse cultures around the world, and 
early modern people experienced “skin contact” from multiple perspectives.1

	 As this new age of dermal encounters began, Europeans understood the skin 
as a ready surface for inscription by political, natural, and supernatural forces. 
The belief that these inscriptions could elevate, protect, or exclude the marked 
person could not have been more deeply rooted in the Western tradition. Cain 
was “cursed from the earth,” condemned to be “a fugitive and a vagabond,” but 
marked for protection as well: “And the lord set a mark upon Cain, lest any find-
ing him should kill him” (Genesis 4:10–15).2 At the Apocalypse, the damned and 
the saved were imprinted respectively with the mark of the Beast (Revelation 
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13:16–17) and the mark of God (Revelation 7:2–8), sealing their destinies. Early 
modern Europeans wove Judeo-Christian traditions that cast the mark on skin 
as a sign of election, protection, punishment, or damnation together with their 
knowledge of cutaneous marking in antiquity—notably the tattooing or branding 
of prisoners, servants, and enslaved people—and their own complex astrological 
systems that framed human skin as literally signed by the universe. This fabric 
of contrasting conceptions of skin marking provided the backdrop for the early 
modern explosion of new cross-cultural dermal interactions.
	 Early modern Europeans wrote and illustrated fascinated accounts of the tat-
tooing, cutting, painting, circumcision, and other skin marking traditions they 
encountered across the globe, just as the Native inhabitants of these contact zones 
recorded and transmitted the marking practices that were part of their everyday 
lives through textual and artistic representations as well as through oral tradition. 
In West and West-Central Africa, for example, rich and complex scarification and 
tattoo traditions were reflected in material culture, as seen on a seventeenth-cen-
tury Ifa divination board (fig. i.1). The eight human figures on the board all display 
scarification on the torso and face similar to the marks the Yoruba placed on their 
bodies, reflecting the important roles of voluntary dermal marking in many cul-
tures of West Africa, the Americas, Southeast Asia, and Oceania. As Europeans 
described, misunderstood, and adapted the new dermal practices they encoun-
tered, they integrated their observations into existing beliefs and assumptions 

Fig. I.1  Ifa divination tray showing scarified figures, Aja/Fon, seventeenth century. Wood, height 34.4 cm; 

width 55.7 cm. Photo © Ulmer Museum & Bernd Kegler, Ulm (CC BY-NC).
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about the marked body and its meanings in medical, astrological, religious, and 
legal realms.
	 They also created new hybrid forms of dermal marking to meet new eco-
nomic and political demands. Foremost among these was the branding of enslaved 
Africans upon purchase in Africa or arrival in the Americas. This marking prac-
tice, used by slave traders from all European nations, was fundamental to the 
early modern Atlantic economy. Based on the pioneering work of Katrina H. B. 
Keefer, we can estimate that at least four million Africans and people of Afri-
can descent were branded by slave traders, customs officials, plantation owners, 
or local authorities in the period from 1500 to 1800.3 Like the judicial branding 
practiced in Europe and its Atlantic colonies to identify repeat criminal offend-
ers, the branding of the enslaved created an archive on the skin, one that could 
be “read” to identify, control, and punish.4 Branding became the material mani-
festation of the inscription of power upon the body. In his postmodern reframing 
of the human body, Michel Foucault famously argued that “power relations have 
an immediate hold upon it; they invest it, mark it, train it, torture it, force it to 
carry out tasks, to perform ceremonies, to emit signs.”5 As a practice essential 
to the triangular trade, branding was imposed on Black skin until the abolition 
of slavery.
	 By the middle of the seventeenth century, Europeans were examining sys-
tematically their own cutaneous practices in relationship to those they observed 
around the world. In 1647, the first treatise entirely devoted to signs on skin, the 
voluminous De stigmatismo, sacro et profano, divino, humano, daemoniaco by 
French theologian Théophile Raynaud (1583–1663), was published in Grenoble.6 
Raynaud’s treatment of stigmata, as its title suggests, examined a wide variety of 
marks imprinted on the human body, from the bleeding wounds of saints to the 
devil’s mark on witches. Three years later, English physician John Bulwer (1606–
1656) published his weighty Anthropometamorphosis: Man Transform’d, or the 
Artificial Changeling, which cataloged, illustrated, and condemned body marking 
and modification practices from every region of the world, including his own.7 
Far from representing isolated scholarly endeavors, the works of Raynaud and 
Bulwer—though very different from each other—reveal a new interest in der-
mal marking both as a topic for historical investigation and as a modern global 
phenomenon. Their works point to a novel conceptualization of body marking 
as a cross-cultural phenomenon that could be understood through history and 
by comparison or analogy. Across the early modern world, the cutaneous sign 
was being deployed, observed, and theorized in novel ways.
	 New interest brought with it new terminology. Though today we know the 
Latin plural term stigmata as merely describing wounds resembling those of 
Christ, early modern writers gave stigma and stigmata a far greater semantic 
reach, referring to a wide range of marks on skin made by nature, supernat-
ural forces, or human beings. Stigma is drawn from the Greek word στίγμα, 
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meaning a “mark made by a pointed instrument, brand,” which in turn derives 
from the Greek στίζειν, meaning “to prick or to puncture.”8 As these origins 
suggest, early modern stigma encompassed not only signs that carried infamy, 
as we use the word in our present time, but all marks made upon—or by pen-
etrating—the skin. Among these forms of stigmata, one has attracted special 
attention due to its extraordinary cross-cultural spread in the modern era: the 
tattoo. But a permanent mark on skin made with ink was not known as a “tat-
too” outside Polynesia until the late eighteenth century. The Polynesian word 
tatu entered European languages in the 1770s through the published narratives 
of the South Sea voyages of the French admiral Louis-Antoine de Bougainville 
and the English captain James Cook.9 Yet while the word “tattoo” was new to the 
European lexicon in the eighteenth century, the practice of permanently mark-
ing the skin with pigment definitely was not.10 In addition to flourishing in the 
Americas, South Asia, and Oceania, tattoos had existed in Europe for centuries; 
in the sixteenth through eighteenth centuries, they could be found on the bodies 
of pilgrims, alchemists, mystics, lovers, servants, and sailors. They figured prom-
inently in the written accounts of cultural go-betweens and world travelers.11 
Better known to Europeans as “marks,” “pricks,” or “figures” (in French marques, 
picqueures, figures; in German Figuren or Markierungen) and described through 
the verbs “mark,” “prick,” “engrave,” “pownce,” and “race/rase/raze” (in French 
marquer, piquer, or graver; in German kratzen, stechen, or bemalen), terms for 
skin marking were borrowed from those used to describe other material mark-
ing practices that proliferated in this period.12 Moreover, the terminology used 
by modern European vernaculars for naming deliberate, permanent, meaning-
ful marks on human skin expanded from the Greek and Latin stigma, with its 
classical and pejorative associations, to include, by the early nineteenth century, 
the words tattoo/tatouage/Tätowierung—signaling a new familiarity with body 
marking as a global phenomenon.
	 Until recently, scholarship on early modern dermal marking has focused on 
particular types of marking, such as Native North American tattoos or Chris-
tian stigmata. This tendency to examine cutaneous signs in isolation from each 
other is, in part, a result of disciplinary boundaries that have compartmentalized 
the study of body-marking practices: historians of religion have examined devo-
tional marks, legal historians have investigated judicial branding, anthropologists 
have analyzed Indigenous tattooing, and so on.13 But early modern markers of 
skin and “readers” of marked skin did not think about different kinds of dermal 
signs as separate from each other: they frequently cross-referenced the grow-
ing variety of known marking traditions to inform their understanding or use 
of any particular type of skin mark. For example, Mordechay Lewy notes that 
when Europeans first described tattooing among the Huron, in the Siamese cap-
ital of Ayuttaya, and in the Philippines, they all referenced the tattoos received 
by some Christian pilgrims in Jerusalem or Bethlehem, which were presumed 
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familiar to the readers of these travel accounts.14 And in another well-known 
instance, Augustine of Hippo compared the invisible dermal mark of baptism 
to the permanent mark placed on a Roman soldier or enslaved person as a sign 
of allegiance or belonging.15 When explaining the devil’s mark on witches, six-
teenth- and seventeenth-century theologians claimed it was an inversion of holy 
marks such as baptism or divine stigmata; they also compared it with birthmarks 
and branding marks on both livestock and people.16

	 It is the early modern recognition of the fundamental comparability of der-
mal marking that informs this collection. Together we follow the lead of these 
observers of cutaneous marks and theoreticians of skin signs by bringing together 
analyses of a wide variety of dermal marking practices deployed and described in 
Europe and the wider world from the sixteenth through the eighteenth centu-
ries. To do this, our contributors examine both dermal marks that moved across 
cultures and those that developed primarily within a specific culture. Our col-
lection reveals a rich and dynamic history of skin in early modern Europe and 
points the way to similar histories for other regions. By bringing diverse prac-
tices, contexts, and approaches to the marked body into dialogue, we highlight 
the deeper cultural foundations of beliefs about the body, the marking of its sur-
face, and the specific early modern forces that put marked bodies in motion.
	 This project joins a growing corpus of exciting scholarship on the history 
of signs on skin. Over the last decades, scholars have begun to document past 
practices of corporeal marking in Europe and the Atlantic world, questioning 
long-standing assumptions about the history and meanings of the cutaneous sign. 
Publications include Nicole Nyffenegger and Katrin Rupp’s collection Writing 
on Skin in the Age of Chaucer (2018) and Jane Caplan’s germinal collected vol-
ume on the tattoo in the West, Written on the Body: The Tattoo in European and 
American History (2000), as well as edited volumes on divine stigmata by Dom-
inique de Courcelles, Stigmates (2001); by Barbara Menke and Barbara Vinken, 
Stigmata: Poetiken der Körperinschrift (2004); and by Carolyn Muessig, The Stig-
mata in Medieval and Early Modern Europe (2020). Moreover, the skin itself 
has come to the fore as a meaningful object of study across time and disciplines, 
inspiring scholarship, conferences, exhibitions, and collective projects.17 Clau-
dia Benthien’s Skin: On the Cultural Border Between Self and the World (2002) 
and Steven Connor’s Book of Skin (2004) reveal diverse and complex meanings 
of human skin in Europe from ancient times to the present, while Nina Jablon-
ski explores its biological anthropology in Skin: A Natural History (2006) and 
Living Color: The Biological and Social Meaning of Skin Color (2012).18 Led by 
historian Evelyn Welch and funded by the Wellcome Trust, the Renaissance Skin 
Project at King’s College, London, has made crucial contributions to the study of 
early modern skin. Katherine Dauge-Roth’s Signing the Body: Marks on Skin 
in Early Modern France (2020) brings an unprecedented range of methods and 
materials to bear on the question of dermal marking in the sixteenth through 
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eighteenth centuries, part of a whole wave of new research on early modern 
skin undertaken by empirically driven historians, literary scholars, art histori-
ans, anthropologists, and archaeologists.19 Parallel to this research on skin and its 
marks, vital scholarship on skin color both in Europe and in the Atlantic world 
has begun to examine the construction of race and color in scientific, medical, 
aesthetic, and legal contexts.20 This work is creating new opportunities to theo-
rize and study skin color as the culminating form of early modern and modern 
dermal marking. But all this scholarship only scratches the surface of the global 
history of skin: for most early modern cultures, dermal marking remains a ubiq-
uitous but underresearched phenomenon.21 There is much more work to be done, 
and it is an exciting time to study the history of marks on skin.22

	 This growth in scholarship has made it possible to survey a wide range of 
early modern dermal discourses and practices within specific cultures and across 
cultural contact zones.23 The chapters in this collection follow travelers journey-
ing, whether by choice or by force, through diverse geographies: from the coasts 
of West Africa to the Caribbean; from mainland China to Taiwan; from Europe 
to North America, the Middle East, and Asia; and from one European principality 
to another. These essays examine marks burnt on the bodies of enslaved Afri-
can captives, European convicts, and animal-bite victims, as well as the marks, 
wounds, and scars made on the bodies of heroic soldiers and devout Christians. 
They bring to light the significance attributed to tattoos pricked into the skin 
of Algonquians, Indigenous Taiwanese, and European pilgrims and consider the 
potent instability of the decorative paste-on beauty marks fashionable Europeans 
placed upon their skin. Interrogating the histories and meanings behind marks 
both hidden and displayed, immaterial and material, natural and artificial, per-
manent and transient, chosen and imposed, these interdisciplinary contributions 
reveal hidden connections between identity and effacement, belonging and exclu-
sion, election and punishment, slavery and freedom, and wounding and healing.
	 We have grouped these diverse investigations of the marked body from 
the sixteenth through eighteenth centuries in three parts: first, three essays on 
“Marked Encounters” interrogate dermal interactions and interpretations in 
contact zones across the globe; second, the contributions in “Marks of Faith” high-
light the importance of religious belief and spiritual practice in thinking about 
the marked body and giving it meaning in the early modern era; and third, the 
chapters in “Standing Out” examine the ways in which marks on skin functioned 
in this period diversely to honor, shame, or beautify the body. Yet across these 
groupings and the range of contexts examined in the contributions assembled 
in this volume, some unifying themes emerge: the studies collected here show 
how old and new forms of dermal marking coexisted, how the power to mark 
the skin was adapted to serve new economic and political systems, and how the 
early modern cutaneous mark promised self-evidence and social legibility but 
often proved unstable, unreliable, or deceptive.
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	 Age-old marking practices endured in the early modern period, even as new 
signs emerged or old signs were redirected to new ends. Signs on skin in this 
period were both conservative and innovative: they affirmed traditional roles and 
beliefs in the face of new challenges. As the contributions to this volume reveal, 
the Christian mark of baptism, God-given stigmata on the bodies of saints, and 
penal branding were all long-standing marking practices that still held intense 
significance in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Europe. Used to maintain old 
social and cultural orders and expressive of enduring beliefs, these dermal prac-
tices faced new interpretations and were adapted to new ends in this period of 
profound transformation, modernization, and epistemological upheaval. Even as 
belief in the invisible mark of baptism and in the miraculous appearance of the 
stigmata of Christ persisted into this new age, their traditional meanings were 
confronted by new cultural and intellectual contexts. As Ana Fonseca Conboy 
shows, the sacred sign of Christian baptism, a permanent but unseen mark of 
grace and belonging, became doubly invisible in French martyr plays of the sev-
enteenth century as new rules of vraisemblance and bienséance banished from 
the stage the all-important ceremony of baptism that confirmed conversion and 
acceptance into the Christian community. Dramatic strategies for making vis-
ible this profoundly transformative sacrament, now absent from view, took on 
paramount importance for the accomplishment of the didactic ends of hagiog-
raphic theater in this period. Catholic belief in miraculous stigmata also faced 
challenges in the mid-seventeenth century when confronted with ascendant 
Cartesian mind-body dualism, as Allison Stedman investigates. But Descartes’s 
refusal to admit the ability of a spiritual force to effect change within the human 
body opened the door to a new mechanistic explanation of these increasingly 
frequent somatic phenomena. New theories celebrated the power of the human 
imaginative faculty, which, when moved through intense pious contemplation, 
could physically impress Christ’s wounds upon the believer’s skin. Similarly, 
the physical branding and incisions used in popular healing practices for rabies 
and other diseases—offered by the Church from at least the sixth century and 
informed by enduring belief in the power of relics and sacred touch in the early 
modern era—came under fire in the seventeenth century as well. As Dauge-Roth 
shows, these healing marks raised significant controversy in a climate of intense 
religious reform and rising empiricism. However, despite charges of supersti-
tion, practices of curative ritual branding and cutting to ward off rabies showed 
remarkable persistence, continuing through the early modern period and well 
into the nineteenth century.
	 The early modern period also saw the emergence of innovative and hybrid 
approaches to skin marking with roots—but no real predecessors—in earlier 
periods. In ancient Greece and Rome, tattoos and brands had occasionally been 
imposed on the bodies of enslaved people, convicted criminals, soldiers, and 
servants, but branding became ubiquitous in the seventeenth-century Atlantic 
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world, adapted to the needs of new labor regimes in European colonies and 
increasingly centralized administration at home. As the Atlantic trade in enslaved 
men and women gained its devastating momentum and judicial systems across 
Europe developed more systematic responses to crime, African captives and 
European convicts found themselves tracked and identified through signs pain-
fully burned into their skin, as chapter 3 by Katrina H. B. Keefer and Matthew 
S. Hopper and chapter 9 by Craig Koslofsky show. In the New World, where 
labor was scarce and mobile, brands visibly marked African captives as signs of 
their commodification and as aids in their recapture if they fled. European colo-
nial authorities and slave masters relied on this marking practice for more than 
four centuries: it was a horribly effective method of controlling human labor.24 
But in England and Western Europe, the growing free-labor market relied on 
a large pool of employable surplus labor. The disfiguring facial brands known 
since antiquity made convicts so marked unemployable, and thus they were 
replaced by branding on the hand, the shoulder, or other discreet locations. To 
counter to this trend, in 1699, the English Parliament introduced more stigma-
tizing facial branding for some property crimes. But this new facial branding 
was short-lived: six years later the law was repealed when authorities agreed 
that it served only to remove convicts from the labor market. While chattel 
branding continued for enslaved Africans and their descendants in the Atlan-
tic colonies, more discreet branding was the answer for white bodies within 
the labor regime of eighteenth-century England. Retooled to serve new com-
mercial and legal ends, ancient marking practices were hybridized to become 
essential components in vast systems built upon the violent coercion and con-
trol of labor.
	 As these examples suggest, a second overarching theme that unites the mark-
ing practices of the early modern era is the tension between being marked oneself 
and the power to mark the skin of another. In this period of intensified mate-
rial and cultural exchange, early modern Europeans, intimately familiar with 
past marking traditions that conveyed religious and social identity, placed them 
in parallel with the novel dermal marks they encountered globally, giving new 
prominence and visibility to signs on skin as markers of difference and belong-
ing, election or exclusion. From the baptismal mark to the brand, from battle 
scars to stigmata, from tattoos to beauty marks, marks on skin had the power to 
communicate their bearers’ identities and declare their place both within their 
own communities and in relationship to other communities they encountered. 
For some persons, dermal marks affirmed and projected a desirable, positive iden-
tity—indicating belonging to God, to a community, or to a distinguished group 
of travelers. But others bore “stigmatical” marks considered signs of savagery 
or deviance or as reflections of their status as property.25 Dermal marking could 
proudly showcase one’s identity—or encase and limit it. Exercising the power to 
mark the skin never merely reflected some timeless tradition: our studies show 
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how early modern people adapted dermal marking to serve or resist new eco-
nomic and political systems.
	 Cast simultaneously as a mark of belonging and of difference, the tattoo 
held particular prominence as sign of identity in this period of unprecedented 
global movement. As Xiao Chen shows, Qing Chinese officials in Taiwan chose 
to describe Indigenous tattooing as an ancestral practice reflecting filial piety, 
thus imagining a Confucian value shared between colonizer and “barbarian.” 
European travelers to the Holy Land observed the diverse body marking prac-
tices prevalent among its cosmopolitan population during their stay and adopted 
Levantine Christian tattooing for their own purposes. As shown in Mordechay 
Lewy’s chapter on European pilgrim tattoos, the Jerusalem mark served some 
Christian pilgrims quite literally as a sign of identity, displayed to gain them 
safe passage through otherwise hostile territories on their routes home. More 
profoundly, pilgrimage tattoos held both spiritual and social significance, sig-
naling a pilgrim’s devotion as a person who had braved the challenges of travel 
to the Holy Land and followed in the very steps of Christ.
	 Despite their familiarity with tattoos on Christian or white skin, early mod-
ern European travelers and settlers saw the tattoos and other markings on the 
bodies of Indigenous people they encountered as manifest signs of alterity and 
barbarity. But they also sought to understand the significance of these novel 
cutaneous marks, just as the Native peoples they encountered examined Euro-
pean skin and costume for distinguishing marks in order to make sense of them. 
English colonists entering Algonquian land in the late sixteenth century saw their 
hosts’ tattoos and other bodily accoutrements as signs of difference that required 
translation for their European audience. As Mairin Odle argues, the English saw 
the body markings of the Native inhabitants of coastal Carolina as functionally 
similar to—though not the equal of—alphabetic writing; understanding these 
marks required a reversal of lessons in literacy, as Europeans attempted to gain 
dermal knowledge deemed essential to the success of the colonial enterprise. 
Xiao Chen’s comparative study of Dutch, Spanish, and Chinese writing about 
tattooing among Indigenous Formosans in Taiwan and Indigenous Bizayas in 
the Philippines reminds us that “othering” people of different nations by inter-
preting their body markings and skin color as signs of savagery was not unique 
to the European imperial gaze. Nor was the attempt to understand tattooing in 
relationship to the colonizer’s own material practices and cultural norms: Euro-
pean and Chinese officials read Indigenous dermal marking as signs of social 
rank, bravery, barbarity, or filial piety.
	 The “reading” of marks on skin presumes access to them. For early modern 
Europeans, the condition of being marked raised the fraught question of control 
over one’s own skin—one’s own self. On the dramatic stage, Shakespeare trans-
formed the story of the Roman hero Martius Coriolanus from the fifth century 
bce into a struggle over access to dermal marks. All of Shakespeare’s sources for 
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the play Coriolanus describe its protagonist as willingly following the Roman 
custom of displaying one’s battle wounds as a sign of service to Rome. But Shake-
speare’s Coriolanus refused to expose his wounded body, triggering a personal 
and political crisis. To whom did the scars of Coriolanus belong? To the hero 
himself, who could withhold them from public display? Or was he marked by 
his service to Rome and thus obligated to show his marked skin to the Roman 
people? As Nicole Nyffenegger shows, in Shakespeare’s retelling, Coriolanus 
will not let his wounds speak for themselves as a public display, and he would 
rather let his wounds heal into scars than allow his social inferiors to talk about 
them or speak for them. His wounds should be his to display or conceal. The play 
thus poses the deeper question of who may “read” someone’s dermal marks and 
make meaning of them in an age of increasingly self-fashioned social identity. 
On the courtly stage, Claire Goldstein shows how the paste-on cosmetic beauty 
mark, or mouche, found itself reinvested and redeployed from its Ovidian roots 
onto the skin of aristocrats and into the new periodical press. These versatile and 
mobile imitation moles provided not only a welcome enhancement of the much 
sought-after whiteness of the skin—by creating a point of dark contrast—but 
also a potential means of signifying one’s amorous status or intentions. Produced 
of black taffeta, the mouche counterfeited the natural, permanent birthmark so 
invested with meaning by Renaissance astrology, offering instead an artificial 
permanence in a new signifying system. Instead of a stable, natural sign of the 
bearer’s identity and destiny, this temporary dermal mark allowed its bearers to 
direct and modulate their self-presentation, much as Coriolanus sought to do.
	 European and Chinese observers sought to interpret the dermal signs they 
encountered when they traveled outside their cultural core regions—but they 
also wondered whether accurate readings were even possible. This imperial-colo-
nial interest in skin points to a third question that plagued all attempts to make 
Indigenous dermal marking practices “speak” in the early modern period. In a 
time of extraordinary and unprecedented change, early modern individuals and 
regimes sought to anchor identity, authority, and truth in indelible signs made 
on skin. Colonization, new regimes of violently coerced labor, and the mobil-
ity of people and goods across imperial borders led to an increasing reliance on 
dermal marks to recognize allies, runaways, and coreligionists, from Taiwan to 
Virginia. Building new empires on Indigenous land with enslaved labor, Europe-
ans invested the cutaneous mark with stability, creating fantasies of permanence 
and legibility.
	 But just how reliable was the cutaneous mark? Time and again, marks on 
skin proved themselves ambiguous, unstable, and even subversive; they resisted 
reading or were concealed. Chinese scholar-administrators in Taiwan reported 
that, bafflingly, some Indigenes were tattooed with “the scripts of red barbar-
ians [i.e., the Dutch].”26 What could such doubly foreign marks mean? Other 
native Taiwanese bore dermal marks that might be an unsettling record of their 
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successful head-hunting. European colonists in the Americas worried over their 
inability to accurately read dermal signs they construed as political and thus 
crucial to their relations with Native tribes regarding land, loyalty, and trade. 
Stigmata on the bodies of devout Christian women inspired conflicting inter-
pretations as theologians and philosophers struggled with the inadequacy of 
their existing theories to explain their appearance. Birthmarks signifying heal-
ing ability were regularly faked by con men and thus unreliable, just as artificial 
beauty marks proved subversive in their mobility, impermanence, and promis-
cuous indeterminacy. Authorities relied on the branding of African captives and 
European convicts, but even these practices were inconsistent, and searches for 
previous brands were sometimes inconclusive, futile, or did not take place at all. 
On stage, Shakespeare’s Coriolanus refused to offer his wounds up for public 
reading and definition, preferring to keep them hidden under his clothes and 
thus rendering them illegible. The mark of baptism, itself invisible, was even 
more elusive, requiring its presence to be made manifest through other means. 
The early modern cutaneous mark promised self-evidence, permanence, and vis-
ibility, but the scholarship collected in this volume shows how often such marks 
proved unreliable, ambiguous, or undecipherable.

From birthmarks to brands, stigmata to tattoos, battle scars to beauty marks, signs 
on the skin took on new prominence in the early modern period. These cutaneous 
marks moved across discourses and cultures, difficult to contain in any one frame 
or interpretation. But the early modern dermal theories and practices surveyed 
here reflect a common context: a world of increased trade, intensified cultural 
contact and exchange, and epistemological upheaval. Under these conditions, 
early modern people relied on dermal marks to uphold traditional authorities 
and identities. But they also saw in skin marking new opportunities, creating 
novel hybrid dermal practices to serve new economic and political systems or to 
forge new identities. Early modern men and women also resisted the power to 
mark and the condition of being marked by concealing their marks or choosing 
new ones. Despite increased investment in its legibility and stability, the cutane-
ous mark sometimes proved unstable. Each of the chapters in this study reflects 
these varied aspects and meanings of early modern dermal marking: conserva-
tive and innovative forms of marking side by side, reflecting both the power to 
mark and resistance to marking, even as these embodied marks claimed to pro-
vide a solid basis for knowledge about groups of people or specific individuals.
	 The wide-ranging pressure on the marked skin to reliably signify legal sta-
tus, authority, or community succeeded in some areas: the European branding 
of enslaved Africans was brutally effective and widespread, carried out over 
four centuries on millions of persons. And as the early modern period created 
and solidified notions of whiteness and Blackness, the dermal practices and dis-
courses surveyed in this volume contributed to a new and fateful role for skin 



Stigma12

in the modern world. The assembled scholarship places the emergence of early 
modern skin color in a new context: it arose not just from nascent European sci-
ence or more long-standing prejudices but from a multitude of dermal marking 
practices and discourses that circulated around the world. The following chap-
ters illuminate these interconnected practices and discourses and so provide new 
ways to understand historically how skin color became such a powerful marker 
of human identity and difference today.
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