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Abstract 

It has been proposed, that the very first therapeutic methods involved applying pressure or needling 

painful spots on the body surface. Ancient antropomorphic figurines and drawings, showing markings on the 

body, have been found. Those markings could be interpreted as special points, body painting, piercings, 

scarification, tattoos, or needling spots. In the present study we discuss the possibility that such historical 

therapeutic methods have given rise to the acupuncture. We study possible methods of skin intervention, we 

compare ancient tools and juxtapose the spots, in which modern acupuncture intervenes – the biologically active 

points (BAP). During acupuncture, needles of various materials (stone, bone, wood or metal) are temporarily 

inserted in specific points of the body.  Body piercing and tattooing are contemporary used ancient methods, 

spread all over the world. We presume, that they could have been used not only ritualistically, but also as a 

therapeutic modality. Ancient mummies show tattoos in the form of lines, dots, or circles, often placed in BAP. 

Furthermore, it could be assumed, that they were therapeutically applied, since the tattooed individuals suffered 

from ailments, coinciding with the placement of tattoos in an attempt of treatment. Many historically used 

instruments that could be used in body piercing and tattooing, resemble the contemporary tools of acupuncture, 

points of application of tattoos and needles are also closely associated.  

In the present paper we presume, that different healing methods could have existed simultaneously for a 

long time. We also discuss the probability of acupuncture being a derivative of ancient methods of superficial 

skin intervention, such as tattooing and body piercing. 
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Introduction 

Humans have shown interest towards their own bodies since ancient times. It has been 

hypothesized, that the very first therapeutic attempts involved applying pressure, heat, or needling 

painful spots on the body. Some antropomorphic figurines and drawings with body markings (dots, 

holes and lines) have been found  (Zidarov, 2009; Kalchev, 2010; Soukopova, 2011; Hansen, 2011). 

Those markings on the surface of the body could be interpreted as special points, body painting, 

piercing, scarification, tattoos, elements of the clothing, decorative objects, or places in which objects 

such as needles were inserted. The needles used in ancient times were made out of different materials 
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(stone, bone, wood, later also metal) and used for various purposes (sewing, piercing, knitting). The 

first acupuncture needles were also made of stone, bone, probably also wood, thorns or bamboo. Later 

the metal needles emerged (Ma, 1992). Body piercing and tattooing were also created in ancient times, 

and are spread world wide, being commonly applied today. All over the world mummies with tattoos 

have been discovered. Some of those tattoos could have different application, besides the purely 

ritualistic onе ( Artamanov, 1965, Capasso, 1993;  Deter-Wolf et al., 2016) са Various substances have 

been used in tattooing, the most commonly applied was soot and ash from the fire pit, used along with 

different pigments of plant and mineral origin. (Poon, 2008; Zidarov, 2009; Pabst et al., 2009; Pabst et 

al. 2013,) 

Materials and Methods 

In the present study we review the possibility of acupuncture being derived from ancient therapy 

methods. To do this, we examine different methods of superficial skin intervention, we compare ancient 

tools, and juxtapose the biologically active points, used for skin intervention. We put together ancient 

antrhropomorphic figurines and images with ornaments resembling body piercing, scarification and/or 

tattoos with contemporary acupuncture points. Furthermore, we discuss the findings of ancient 

mummies with tattoos and body piercings.  

Results 

Discovered on numerous ancient mummies are tattoos in the shape of lines, dots, or circles, often 

placed in BAP. Therefore, we could presume, that this feature might be connected with the therapeutic 

effect of tattoos. (Dorfer et al 1998; Dorfer et al 1999; Moser et al, 1999, Sjøvold, 2003). The data from 

the examination of those mummies show that the individuals had ailments, and the location of the 

tattoos could be interpreted as an therapeutic attempt. Examining ancient tools, used for tattooing 

(Booth, 2001), we conclude, that they resemble the tools, used for acupuncture. Sharpened flint needles 

and bone fragments had their everyday usage such as sewing, but they could also be used for medicinal 

purposes – e.g. body piercings, acupuncture and/or tattooing. In addition, the points on the body 

surfaces, on which tattoos were placed, coincide with the points, utilized in modern acupuncture. 

Discussion 

Some of the discovered tattooed mummies have tattoos, placed on parts of the body, usually 

concealed by clothing – e.g. rows of dots along the spine (Sjøvold et al., 1995). We presume, that their 

placement might be a part of treating back pain. The process of tattooing might have occurred on 

several stages, one dot at a time, rather than a one-time procedure. We also presume, that this might be 

http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2352409X15301772#bb0410
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the way the tattoos on Otzi the Iceman's body were made – consecutively, over multiple sessions, with 

therapeutic intent. Some authors also discuss the usage of tattooing for treatment of ailments, since the 

tattoos on Otzi's body are predominately placed in zones, which are the same as acupuncture points 

(Bahr et al.,  1998). It is proven, that Otzi had arthrosis of the knee joint and osteophytes along the 

vertebral column – both places marked with tattoos. Other mummies with tattoos in assumed painful 

spots were found.  (Rudenko, 1970; Allison, 1996; Van der Velden et al., 1995).  

Chemical analysis of the pigments inserted into the skin shows, that therapeutic tattoos were 

made with various plant substances, different from the pigments, found in ritualistic tattoos (Pabst et 

al., 2013). Tattooing was also widely performed in ancient China. Later, following a change of the 

ruling dynasty, it became socially unacceptable and was used predominately for marking criminals 

(Reed, 2000).  Even though tattooing was practiced by the Chinese over centuries, social and political 

pressure caused it to become an extremely unusual practice. We therefore assume, that acupuncture, 

being itself a method of skin needling, but not leaving marks on the skin, gradually replaced tattooing 

in its precumed medical use.  

Ancient acupuncture instruments have been discovered in China. (Ma, 1992; Basser, 1999; Birch 

and, Kaptchuk, 1999). The main difference from the contemporary ones is them being bigger, rougher, 

and generally more damaging to the skin surface. This led some authors to the speculation, that 

acupuncture is related to blood-letting and might have evolved from it (Epler DC, 1980). 

Conclusions 

1. We assume, that different therapy methods (body piercing, scarification, blood letting, tattooing, 

acupuncture) existed simultaneously for a long time in the past.  

2. We presume, that the same tools (needles) were used for different purposes. The same needle could be 

used for needling of the skin, body piercing of ears and lips, as well for sewing and other every day 

tasks.  

3. We suppose, that acupuncture is a derivative of ancient methods of superficial skin intervention, such 

as scarification, tattooing, and body piercing. Proving this notion, however, requires further 

investigation. 
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