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Moroccan Women'’s Body Signs:
Henna and Tattoo

Deborah Kapchan

Adornment of the human body provides a fascinating opportunity to consider relationships
between gender, cultural :mdersmndings of the body, art, and rituals both sacred and secular.
In this excerpt from a lengthier publication, Deborah Kapchan explores two ways of ornament-
ing @ woman'’s skin in Morocco. Associated with medicine and supernatural cures, tattoo has
largely fallen out of fashion and is now disapproved of for religious reasons, while henna—a
temporary adornment of the hands and feet, using many of the same designs as traditional
Moroccan tattoos—plays an integral part in women’s life-cycle rituals as well as women'’s
secular festivities and parties. Henna is associated with baraka, a form of holy or blessed power,
and is valued in Islam, the predominant faith of Morocco. Kapchan describes the various all-
female contexts in which henna and tattoo are applied, including the bridal henna ceremony
that precedes weddings. These ritual occasions highlight skin as a boundary between the exter-
nal and internal self. The author concludes that Moroccan hennaed women carry a complex
variety of messages regarding religious beliefs, feminine festivity, celebration of sexuality, the
incorporation of spiritual power, and the display of artistry.

Deborah Kapchan is a professor of Performance Studies at New York University, and publishes

research on folklore, music, gender, North Africa, and the Middle East.

Meanings and values are embodied in material

things and actions . . . The meaning of art is
completely inseparable from all the details of its
material body. The work of art is meaningful in
its entirety. The very construction of the body-
sign . .. has primary importance in this instance.
; -EMedvedev and Bakhtin (1985: 7, 12)

es rites of passage (particularly marriage)
“occasions among women in Morocco.
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Marking the body is a way of inscribing it into a
system of cultural discourse that can be read by
members of society. On nhar an-nqash, “day of en-
graving (or inscription),” a Moroccan bride is quite
literally the designated carrier of social symbols.
These symbols take the form of geometric and floral
patterns applied ritually, over the span of six to
eight hours, on her hands and feet. The act of in-
scription itself entails a reading of the social values
and codes that have engendered the doing, the de-
fining of the body, whose definition is brought into
relief by a social fabric of shared beliefs. The design
of the ritual act becomes clear only after close and
patient observation of its lines and cross-lines.
Contextmlamlys‘nmvealsthathenmmisme
locus of a complex of social structures that play
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. _epecific body ornamenta-
Wv::h ol'l‘;':w 8::?:; ;chm that can tell us much
e coding and renewal of the Moroccan
about gender ity. The juxtaposition of ritual henna
occasions with scrt;hr ones in the Moroccan calend'ar
i allows Moroccan women the reflexive capacity to dis-
: tance themselves from the meanings ritually. mapped
i onto them during the wedding ceremony; in mock-
the seriousness of ritual, they reinterpret and
reevaluate the initiation rites of marriage. Also at
issue are Moroccan concepts of the body and the re-
i examination of ideas of public and private space
' and time with regard to gender. This chapter, based
', on my acquaintance with Zohra Kaddori, a henna
? artist (ngasha) in Beni Mellal, Morocco,' will thread
out several readings of the art and ritual application
of henna with the intention of establishing the sym-
::ll;{ depth and importance of this feminine art in
oroccan context.

What does the art of henna tell us about Moroccan
concepts of the female body and what does that body
w social, symbolic) bring to the art and ritual
B

s 1;" ST n%os at a!l levels of
beautify her; it is ausp}i,caious gn(:l e o
initiate into the most s | marks her as an
institutions: '0st paradigmatic of all Moroccan
b of mrl:;:ma.ge. The richness of the signifi-
ge in Moroccan culture surfaces i

signs themselves. The im Y transference, in the de-
scriptioninthe secular hean co 0.2 -
As a self-initiated henna ceremony are different.

: event, meaning i
more openly mani 8 is more open and
pulated. That the female body it-

an artifact that finds its pl. ot
so-called plastic arts. The & l‘t!_‘.z :
1S gy
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inappropriate l}crm, as the Dody, .
leable, symbolically as w: oo
nature of this art to fade av sually ;
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weeks—making its docun difficy

IS Potene,
art hd§ the .

very transience lends it mi
must always be reapplied,
tial to express a multiplicity
one of which is the renewal «
nity itself.

There is a surprising dearth of information -
ing body marking and decoration n ,\"m:r-if
despite its obvious artistry and social imp;.;
Little attention has been paid to tattoo (for c\-(g..-:_
see Field 1958; Herber 1950; Sijelmassi 195,
Searight 1984) and even less to the cphumcra!}
artifact of henna design. In the case of henna,
sons for this neglect may be attributed to a hisy
undervaluation of both ephemeral and feminire »
Scholars can remedy this by incorporating the =
h;:nna ‘demgn and its ritual application into the his
l(: art in Mon.'o'cco. As a thorough understandig
he:‘;na.s significance in Moroccan society cannt

a \Ylthf)ut understanding its relation to tattoo. ¢
gmmahon casts a net around body-marking
d:Slm Morocco generally in order to focus =

!& ;' z;\ the art of .henna design.
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won;an <‘J~ le\ an explicit and quite visceral respor
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iOins a subset of shared t‘xpt‘ricn\-c with otfier
- “ women, yet, as tattooing is no longer a part
of the ritual canon in Morocco, each woman h.‘lg} kt‘ :
own narrative to tell regarding the where, why ,\]
when of her particular mark (washm). In a very res
sense, the tattoo acts as a visual memory 15
wearer—an encapsulated, incorporated acc
personal history.

Surface painting of the skin as exemplified in the
decorative art of Moroccan henna design is k.\“:\.,-‘l;
communicative, but it expresses an expanded reper-
toire of meanings within a somewhat different aes-
thetic. Unlike tattoo, henna forms a part of the social
canon of ritual and festivity in Morocco, and its
ephemeral and revisable nature make it a more able
carrier of multiple symbols than the indelible tattoo.
The ephemerality of henna design dictates a chang-
ing relationship as the designs and the circumstances
of application change and as the woman herself
changes with the passage of time. The important dif-
ference between tattoo and henna is that henna art is
not only visible but is revisable; its coherence, sym-
bolic and physical, is only temporary. It does not
establish a woman in a particular narrative but pro-
vides the possibility of multiple interpretations on
multiple occasions. A hennaed woman may signify
a recently initiated bride, but she may also signify
the recent festive gathering of a community of her
peers, a gathering initiated by women in which
women take possession of their own bodies and re-
sponsibility for their own aesthetic. In a society in
which gender roles are highly polarized and socially

real
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henna possesses many of the curative and pr phylac-
tic qualities that were formerly (and somelimes ]
are) attributed to tattoo, whose capacity 1o change the
appearance empowered it to aliect the physical and
menta! body as well. Like tattoo, b vOr
hrough the physical boay to affect the m Jyeical
ese twO bodles are not ihithehC (a© 1In f;‘('
Cartesian dichotomy) but symipathetic; they repre-

ent two parts of an even larger whole whose state
they both partake of and contribute to—namely, the
social body.

When something has baraka, it is blessed or holy.
Baraka as a noun might correspond to the Christian
notion of grace; it is a state of being, possessed by
people of virtue. In the Moroccan idiom, baraka
exists in degrees. The baraka of holy women and
men, for example, is of sufficient magnitude to heal
and bless others, and it is this baraka that is solicited
at their shrines. The baraka of saints survives the
body in that it is an effective power for healing and
blessing even after death, but it is inextricably linked
to the body in that its power “resides” (in popular
belief and practice) in the place of entombment. In
both life and death, baraka may be said to inhabit the
body. It is both material and ethereal, able to perme-
ate the skin. Henna's status as a bearer of baraka
reinforces its connection to the body. Henna paste is
an earthy substance that penetrates and stains the top
layers of skin. It is a botanical agent that acts, in pop-
ular belief, to purify the body from the outside in. The
skin is porous and not a seal to the self; it allows
baraka to pass through and infuse the less directly
biological—that is, the psychological, social, and

prescribed, this sort of self-conscious act is particu-

spiritual bodies.

Although henna coloration is temporary, its sta-
tus is somewhere between the indelibility of tattoo
and the superficiality of commercial cosmetics that
may be removed with water. Even substantially,
henna is ambiguous: when applied, it is a viscous
paste, somewhere between liquid and solid.?
Henna, like baraka, transforms the body in subtle
ways; because of its baraka, henna has the potential
to change the nafs, the “earthly soul” or “carnal
spirit.” In more practical language, using henna
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of a child. Both of these transitionary
events imvoive a dynamic of self with
other at the borders of the skin, and both encoun-
exs o the status and, effectively, the identity
dgxﬂhﬁmdhdtmsm

m | B s
| :112) Baraka also means " Whey
mwd"dlm& D.ou.g.hs(l%'i has baraka, she is bless: uffi ;.“{ i
pefers to baraka as 3 e P . is that it all that she needs. In cor erms, the,
s eris : is in balance wil Tou .
w dw;‘” : . bOd) 1S 1n I[,pd”,‘:;‘
smmhsw ?Wm‘ society. Henna posses ka by i,
m“bmnmm‘:; it being a favored flower metic of g
phﬁ-h:dwsabomu Pﬂﬂw‘ Mohamed, who used it b
h—'hu-smdmmlnhﬁed\msfd v : % A s beard A,
Mawdh-ﬂsmhh‘s;spedﬁuepowm for the henna p ‘ 7-Nbi, g
ase ke pollution. which transmits danger by contact. Prophet” (Westermarc
The ramifications of 5 baraka-bey.

tus are great. When applu the skin in the .
paste, the henna plant is thought to reiuvenss
attributed with a cooling, refreshing quality ,,
been used ina healing capacity to (”Unt(‘rfe..“
loss, ringworm, chapped feet and hands, and;
sores (Westermarck 1926). Some women e:v..
their entire body, leaving it on for justa whie §
washing it off. This is thought to give the ske
ity as well as a subtle, desirable hue. Baraka ¢
transforms a simple cosmetic into a rejuves
one, a medicinal poultice into a healing salve.:
tive decoration into an auspicious symbol A%s
henna is not seen to effect physical changes—o=
sterility, for example—the baraka that henna &
thought to have a positive influence on such s
thus its association with ritual moments when =
is at issue, such as weddings, births, and ara=
(Lacoste-Dujardin 1985).

Nhar an-Ngash: Henna and the b

Henna is applied at changes of life stat® b
most particularly linked with the henn? o
that forms a part of a girl’s passage 1 woms
Henna designs thus lead associatively ﬁ:
sive liminality that is the common expene™
brides. Yet the silence and fasting that
the bride’s inscription into the role of W
inverse proportion to the merriment of ™,

around her. For the bride, the henn? 7.
that, for™
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\ag observe it. The message contained in a symbol z e
N'g be felt hulisti(.‘illly through the body and emotic : 1 most 7‘\()\i‘r'.'.i' m:':."..,:. of henna (ton is
h(-r not lnecc.s‘sanlyldox(xlc.d l"\dl'\‘h\.lli', by the s ] syringe /‘,«n:\,-, 125 bet -l 1S151$ ‘ s for ‘ «
Itg int'f’"ed S Thus_ the ultimate effect of the repetitiv: e "7“'1 says that ":’» onginated )
, series of symbolic message sent through ritual can h she doesn’t know with whon £
hﬁ bt’exn'em('l)' P()\\'t‘l'ful, acting to map the mode! svrinee. a thin silver rod, wooaen stick, Or son
¥m reality presented by ritual onto the individual belief in empty Bic pen cartridge was used to drag a thir
the and value system of the recipient . . . (Davis-Floyd line of henna across the skin. The syringe culs the

1985, crediting Munn 1973) ' time of the traditional methods in half. It takes Zohra
sta- e about one and a half hours to complete one hand, and
M of Although it is n(?t clear that the bride is completely a little longer to do a foot.
it is unable to establish a conceptual distance from the The nhar al-henna, “day of henna” (also called nhar

e social meanings traced onto her during the henna
ritual, a “model of reality” is clearly being mapped

}?Au onto her, and it is important to examine just what
\ng messages are being sent, in what contexts, from and
o to whom.

tb‘“ For most weddings, a professional nqasha is
vital- engaged. The henna leaves have already been sent
then, by the groom to the bride, along with other gifts of
ating food and clothing. The henna has been carefully
a fes- sorted, ground with mortar and pestle and then

sifted, perhaps by the bride’s mother. When the nqa-

orsing sha arrives, she is presented with the henna powder,
1565 15 which she then kneads with warm water until itisa
atters; viscous green paste. It is then placed in a bowl with
rtility an egg, symbolizing “white luck” and, perhaps, fer-
sions tility. Other ingredients, such as lemon juice, rose

water, and even diesel fuel (said to darken the color,

but inauspicious for brides) are sometimes added.
ride Before the nqasha is ready to begin her designs, she

must prepare the fixative that is dabbed vgith cotton
gt it on the henna after its application. This mixture also

varies with the nqasha, but is usually a combination
of water, sugar, ground cloves (or rose water or per-
| fume), lemon juice, and mashed garlic. The air 15,
wl”z l""lh”maay,fullofﬁ'agrance.Henmlitsr»elf'l'\asa
% subtle but very distinct scent—rather "glapty,” like
chlorophyll—that, I am told, “men don’t like.” The
smell undoubtedly carries associations of nonmale
-m‘ and feminine exclusivity. It is not o:lsxf-
ed decc s skin but also 0
R pe ates the women'’s
. It thus engenders no

e bathm, though women, in
to its smell, and
not only invokes a

an-nqash, “day of engraving”), usually takes place the
day before the official wedding party begins and the
day after nhar al-hammam, “day of the bath.” Purified
by many hours at the public bath, the bride is ready to
receive the designs that will accompany her transition
from girl to woman. At her wedding she will soon
become a self-conscious object, literally displaying
herself in several orate costumes, seated on a pedestal-
like chair, her hair and face made up, her hands and
feet hennaed.

At the bridal henna ceremony, the bride is about
to be “born” into womanhood and wifely duties,
and her behavior reflects an embryonic state. It is
not insignificant that henna stain is reddish in
color; the bride is heralded into her new life in a
wash of red, much as a newborn arrives in such a
wash. In actual fact, the blood of the bride’s broken
hymen will be displayed publicly immediately af-
ter the consummation. The power ascribed to this
blood is a focal point of the wedding ceremony; the
honor of the family and the purity of the bride are
therein. In this sense blood may be considered
“symbolic capital”—a social currency that main-
tains that not only has the groom received goods
that now belong to him (are his private property)
but that these goods have been untouched, except
by him (Bourdieu 1977). The henna designs are the
insignia of this exchange (blood for dowry).
Whether henna can be definitively linked with
blood symbolism is unclear. Underscoring this in-
terpretation is a custom (practiced in Algeria, how-
ever) that takes place in the male henna ceremony:
after the groom’s palms are dabbed with henna,
the bow! containing the henna is passed among the
male guests; the last male to hold the bow! lets it
drop and smash on the floor that the bride’s hymen
might break just as easily on the wedding night
(Lacoste-Dujardin 1985).
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Femimine blood has an ambiguous status x‘r:_
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kept on for eight hours or overnight, the bride is
without the use of her hands for at least this long. By
the time the feet have been done (they are always
done after the hands) the bride has virtually lost the
use of all her limbs. She cannot handle food or tend
to her bodily needs without assistance until the
henna has dried. It would seem, then, that she fasts
more by regulation than by discretion. Yet the fasting
continues beyond the henna ceremony. This is not a
religious fasting, as in the holy month of Ramadan,
but is more like a self-imposed test. Hunger also
reveals boundaries and insists on corporeal acknowl-
edgment. The bride practices control not only in
consumption but also in speech and facial expres-

sion. In mastering her body, she affirms the self.
When the henna is ceremoniously scraped off
with a silver bangle, the “girl” may be said to em-
body the “bride.” The designs are intricate, calling
attention to their lines rather than the spaces they
entwine. The eye is led to follow them like a path
until the patterns and their regularity become clear.
The patterned designs usually travel up the arm and
foot and culminate in a triangular filigree above the
: wrist and ankle, an arrow that directs the eye to the

rest of the body.

j This is a rite of passage, and the bride exhibits the
passivity that Van Gennep attributes to the liminal
phase in such rites (1960). To say, however, that the
bride is a tabula rasa, a blank slate, is to deny the im-
port of previous experiences that have prepared her
for this ritual (Turner 1969:103)." It is conceivable, of
course, that internal dialogue is completely suspended
during the henna ritual, but it is presumptuous to as-
 sume this simply because of outward manifestations
5 submission. Indeed, the bride displays (and the verb
v) s ics that are counter to
regards as belonging to a “liminal
e is an ostentatious display object that
i as a sexual being with elaborate

be read as submissive; she is quiet ana shy she
ideal woman, beautiful yet demure. Iindeed
wears a mask that receives and reflects ¢
of feminine definition that predomin
Moroccan society. But the mask is apparent o all
and its reasons for being are even more teliing tha

its expression.

Secular Henna Ceremonies

If henna is visible to all who gaze upon it, what then
are the socially constructed meanings assigned to it?
This depends on the context of the doing and its
viewing. And for this discussion it is useful to sepa-
rate henna ceremonies in marriage rites from what I
call secular henna ceremonies. These two categories
are in many ways antithetical. Although henna art in
Morocco is most paradigmatically associated with
the former (the ritual inscription of the bride), women
use decorative henna on many other social occasions
as well. In fact, the function of renewal in the henna
ceremony is most clearly seen in the more secular
forms of the henna occasion; namely, those ceremo-
nies that are initiated by women for the express pur-
pose of creating festivity for themselves and their
peers. According to Zohra, secular henna ceremonies
are most popular in Marrakech, though practiced in
other regions of Morocco.” Of them, she says,
Marrokshi [those living in Marrakech] can be sitting
around. One woman says [to the others], “get up, |
want to make myself happy” [bghit n’-ferha bi ras-i].
She gets up. She brings the nqasha ... There’s
chicken, there’s meat, and all of that. What is
happening with this woman? [lit., “what does she
have?”] She’s doing henna [and-ha al-henna] She's
entertainers [shikhat],” she brings the nqasha, she

6. Albeit with less frequency.

7. Shikhat are an anomalous category of women in Moroc

They are often, but not always, prostitutes. Women speak of
them disparagingly, but not without some admiration and
compassion in their voices. Shikhat are women who
%Mmmm'ﬁ“'mmm
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Historically henna has had a geographical distri-
bution coinciding with tattoo practices (Field
1958:4). That is to say, where henna is currently in
use, there is a history of tattoo. This alone speaks of
a necessary affinity and mutual influence between
the two. Tattoo motifs are also highly salient in the
henna designs themselves. Although tattoo was
once more widespread in Morocco, it is now seen
as a sign of backwardness, owing to a combination
of religious disapproval and change of cultural
aesthetic. Tattoos are so inauspicious that women
use caustics to remove them, preferring the scar
these caustics leave to the tattoo mark itself. The
evidence of the negation of tattoo, its marked
absence—the permanent scar—has itself become a
(positive) symbol, expressing a rejection of a past aes-
thetic and a departure from a system of belief. Ironically
henna reincorporates a similar aesthetic and belief
system in an ephemeral, and thus less controversial,
format. Because it is impermanent, so are its effects.
Whereas the hadith (the reported sayings of the
Prophet) says that on judgment day all tattoos will be
removed with fire, henna requires no such drastic
treatment. Henna thus permits the expression of fe-
male aesthetics and sexuality with impunity as well
as providing an opportunity for renewal of the femi-
nine community.

The fact that henna is used only on the hands
and feet distinguishes it from the practice of tattoo-
ing, which uses more of the body—the face, neck,
chest, torso, calves, and forearms, as well as hands
and feet. Ebin calls attention to the fact that the
hands and feet are the “outward means of commu-
nicating with the outside world and the concentra-
tion points of our nerves and sensitivity” (1979:27).
In traditional Moroccan society, the hands and feet
are the visible parts of a body otherwise covered
with a long jellaba and sometimes with a veil. The

hands and the feet are the only body parts that
have not somehow been mystified in the male-
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such as birth, circumcision, marriage, and death.

Among these, marriage is the most salient of the
henna occasions. Even the groom is dabbed with
henna on his palms. Despite this practice, however,
decorative henna is a particularly feminine phenom-
enon. Although men were once tattooed (identifying
them as prisoners or musicians or in order to insure
the survival of a male child [Searight 1984: 81-83]),
tattoo among men has now all but ceased. Thus both
body-marking practices are now attributes of the
feminine world in Morocco and act to “mark off” one
sex from the other.

Although tattoo and henna do not occupy the
same ritual space, tattoo has largely been sup-
planted by henna application as a popular form of
body marking. Levi-Strauss noted a similar trans-
formation among the Caduveo. Tattooing and body
painting served not only as emblems of culture for
the Caduveo people but also as social markers and
signs of rank: “The nobles bore, quite literally, the
‘mark of rank’ in the form of pictorial designs—
painted or tattooed—on their bodies” (Levi-Strauss
1974: 161). Body marking among the Caduveo, as
reported by Levi-Strauss, performed a dual func-
tion: it made the Caduveo able to cross the frontier
from nature to culture, and it stratified that culture
by conferring different social status on the inhabit-
ants. Interesting and relevant to Morocco is the fact
that tattooing eventually gave way to body paint-
ing, men eventually gave up the practice, and the
representational art associated with men abdicated
to the nonrepresentational designs of women. At
the time of the publication of Tristes Tropiques, Levi-
Strauss says that body painting had become simply
a “pastime” for the Caduveo, although the “prac-
tice had once a much deeper meaning” (168). What
Levi-Strauss does not address is the importance
and meaning of this “pastime” for the women who
practiced it. For him, this semiotic shift was rather a
fall into secularization and trivialization. Further-
more, we have no clue as to what the indigenous
interpretations of this shift were, or even if they
viewed it as a shift.

Despite the truncated analysis of Levi-Strauss, his
observations of the transition from permanence (tat-
too) to impermanence (body painting) and the practice
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The most common response to the question of the
meaning of henna art is ferha, “joy,” or, in more col-
loquial parlance, “happiness.” This is an individual
and a social happiness, an undoubtedly physicl
happiness, but also a much more complex psycho-
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Numerous examples of Moroccan henna application and
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5:53 clip provides close-up views of an artist at work.



