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Introduction  
Scarification for body art creates a permanent scar by cutting or slicing the skin, resulting in the formation of intricate patterns 
on the skin [1]. It is less frequent than piercing and tattoos in Western societies [1,2], but seen as alternative method for people 
who want to distinguish themselves from conventional body art [3]. Scarification is currently practiced worldwide [2]. 
 

 

Case report  
A 32-year-old man presented at the emergency ward 
with a snake-like self-inflicted wound of the skin.  He 
had scarified a huge snake measuring over 30cm on 
his trunk and abdomen 2 weeks earlier in a cave 
without anesthesia in Germany. The snake shape 
was achieved using a scalpel starting the cut from 
the edges and then making small diamonds in 
between. For two weeks, the wound had been 
intentionally evoluting poorly, by applying vaseline 
under occlusion to slow down the wound healing.  
Physical examination revealed a non-purulent and 
fibrinous snake-shape ulceration (fig 1). Muscles 
could be seen through the deepest ulcerated parts. 
The patient complained about pain but presented no 
pyrexia and no sign of local infection. Blood sampling revealed a CRP at 20 mg/dl, and hemocultures and wound smears were 
negative. Adequate healing care was prescribed recommending daily application of collagenase ointment and polyvidone-
iodine preparations during one week (fig 2) followed by daily application of Enzyme Alginogel during two weeks.  Despite our 
advice not to start again, the patient plans to scarify other body parts next year. He qualifies this practice as a sort of addiction.  
 

 

Discussion  

Objectives of scarification :  
- Mementos of life experiences 
- Spiritual healing  
- Medical therapies  
- Sign of belonging to communities 

and tribes  
- Sign of beauty  
- Symbol of patience and tolerance 
- Transition to adulthood  

Risks of scarification :  
- Healing: hypertrophic, atrophic, keloid 

- Inflammation: sarcoidosis, lichen planus, psoriasis, discoid lupus 

- Infection: impetigo, cellulitis, bacteremia, septicemia, pneumonia, 

tetanus, hepatitis, elephantiasis   

- Hemorrhage  

- Oncology: cutaneous squamous cell carcinoma and hepatitis 

virus-related hepatocellular carcinoma 

 

Management of scarification :  
- Pain relief                                                             -     Controlled wound healing 

- Antibiotics if bacterial infections                     -     Follow up 
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Take home message 
1. Although scarification is quite rare in Western society, 

it represents an alternative method for people who 
want to distinguish themselves from usual types of 
body art. 

2. In tribal regions, scarifications reflect life’s 
experiences as well as signs of beauty but are also 
considered as medical therapies.  

3. Scarification presents many potential medical risks.       
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