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ABSTRACT 

 
This study utilizes autoethnography to tell the author's personal tattoo 

stories. These stories are then decompressed and analyzed for a more in-depth 

look at how the tattoos portray Southern feminism ideals. The designs as well as 

the tattoo experience are explored to answer the questions, “how do my tattoos 

as self expression illustrate Southern Feminism?” and “how do the designs I 

have chosen express Southern feminist ideals?” 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

“With the act of making oneself a work of art, the artist reclaims the body, an 
especially powerful act for women”61,1

 As I feel the gravel push into the bottom of my flip flop forcing the soft 

bottom to mold to its shape and hear the soft crunch of it shifting under my 

weight, I realize I have crossed the street without knowing it. I shake my head 

and with a slight smile mentally scold myself to pay more attention when crossing 

 
 
 As I walk around the red brick patio of my apartment, I notice the street 

light hasn’t come on yet. The shadows are still a fine dove gray yet to turn cold 

and black. I don’t know why this thought occurs to me because it’s only 6:00 p.m. 

Probably to keep my mind from thinking about what I am about to do. It’s been an 

unusually warm spring and I look out into the quad and notice the grass is 

yellowing. It’s been cut recently. Not only do I see the tiny blades sacrificing the 

growth that has been sheared off to the sun, but I smell the damp green smell 

that strikes me as a pungent displeasing aroma. Probably the noise that woke 

me up this morning at 5:30. Maintenance does not understand my sleep 

schedule. I roll my eyes as I continue down the sidewalk to the street.  Why 

would they cut dead grass? I guess they have to spend my tuition money 

somehow, but I can think of a few more productive ways to use that money. 

                                                 
 
 
1 Alternative forms of writing often utilize poems, lyrics, and quotations as privileged forms of 
artful expression 
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the street. I dig my keys out of my purse and make a mental note to clean out my 

purse. I hear the lock click as I open the door. I snap the buckle of my seat belt 

and start the car as it pulls taught into place across my body. As I pull out of the 

lot, I change the radio until I find a station that isn’t on a commercial. 

 Matchbox 20 is belting out their song, “Bent”118 but I am not really paying 

attention. I am more concerned with navigating my car the three blocks to my 

destination. The neighborhood isn’t dilapidated, but not your “mansions and town 

homes” area. Kinda quiet for this time of day. Houses to my left. Football field, 

gym, soccer practice field on my right as I get closer to the corner. I stop at the 

red light and flip down my turn signal feeling the resistance of the lever like a 

question of my actions; the clicking seems to be in time to my heart beat and my 

thoughts. Oh God, oh God, oh God, green light. I turn left and the clicking stops 

with a quick pop. But one block later it starts again as I turn into the parking lot. I 

find an open space, turn off my car engine and begin to debate. The soft murmur 

of the engine cooling is a caressing whisper against the rapid chaos of my 

thoughts. Do I go in by myself or do I wait for Sara and Hillarye? I am still 

debating as they pull up. I shut off the radio and get out to meet them in the last 

chords of Bent.  

 We greet each other; I take a deep breath, and walk in the doors. The 

building is nice enough. Across the street from the university, clean windows, 

neon sign facing out. The air inside is cool and the linoleum on the floor, while 

not new, is clean. We say hello to Lenny and Chad and they ask “Who’s first?” I 



Texas Tech University, Audra Ellis, May 2009 
 

3 

smell the antiseptic as I timidly say, “Me.” I walk around the counter and sit on 

the high brown bench, Sara and Hillarye start looking around the building and 

talking about what they see. How can they be so calm? I am about to 

hyperventilate! The nervousness, excitement, and uncertainty of that precise 

moment is one I wish I could freeze in time. I have never felt this way before and 

have not been able to find it since. 

 Chad steps over to me, shakes my hand and says to “scoot back on the 

bench” so that my feet are up on the end. As I slide myself backwards on the 

smooth brown vinyl, he walked into the backroom. A few moments later he 

returns drying his hands with a paper towel. He sits down in front of me and I 

hope that my feet don’t smell because they are right in his face. 

 “Yours is the pink one right?” 
  

“Yes” 
  

“And you are positive that this is where you want it?” 
  

“Absolutely” 
 
“First thing I’m going to do is wash your foot with this antiseptic stuff. Then 
I am going to shave it smooth, and then we can start. You ready?” 

  
“As ready as I am going to be.” 
 
“Well don’t stop breathing yet, just relax. Ever had anyone shave your feet 
before?” 

  
 He says this with a slight smile and I know he is trying to relax me and 

make me laugh but we have hit the point of no return. I can’t laugh because I am 

trying too hard to breathe. 
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 “She hasn’t had that done lately!” 
 
 Sara begins to laugh at her own joke and looks at me from across the 

room over her shoulder. She winks at me in that “its going to be fine, just relax, I 

am here if you need me” look. I just glare at her and she laughs again. 

  Chad begins his cleaning process, I study him. He has no hair and two 

hoop earrings in each ear. Through his sleeveless shirt you can see the collage 

of color across his chest and down each arm to the wrists. I look at the different 

designs and wonder about the story that goes with each of them. I then broaden 

my picture to wonder what his story is. How did he grow up? Was he rebellious? 

How did he get into his profession? Which one was his first? Why did he pick that 

design first? Something cold hits the top of my foot and I jump, breaking myself 

from my thoughts of creating this young man’s life story. 

 I look down and Chad is rubbing deodorant across the top of my foot. 

From the toe line to the ankle, and side to side. A very practiced motion. Well, I 

don’t have to worry about that foot smelling anymore. 

 “Why are you doing that?” 
  

“It helps hold the design on and keeps it from sliding around.” 
 
 He places a sheet of paper with purple lines, face down on the top of my 

foot. He presses it and I see the indentation grow in the bench from the pressure 

of my foot. I feel the popping of my skin as he removes the paper but the purple 

lines remain on my foot. 

 “Go over to the mirror and see if that is what you were wanting.” 
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“It looks great.” 
  

“No, get up, walk over there, and look at it in the mirror.” 
 
 I get a little agitated at this, mostly because if I move right now I might lose 

my nerve.  I look at my reflection in the mirror; the design looks the same to me 

as it did when I looked down at it sitting on the bench. My bare feet pad back 

over to the bench across the cold linoleum. I slide back up on the bench and hear 

the slight whoosh as it lets out air to accommodate me. 

 “You ready?” 
  

“Yup” 
 
“You have to breathe. I am going to start and do just a little so you can get 
a feel for it, stop for a second and then we will keep going.” 

  
“Okay” 

 
 Chad’s hand gets closer to my foot and the tap-click-tap starts up, I grip 

the sides of the bench as if those taps and clicks will wake it from its slumber and 

it will buck me off onto the hard floor. Chad’s hand is getting closer and I pray for 

the will power to not jerk my foot away. Don’t move, don’t move, don’t move, 

contact. It stings a little bit at first but I have worked myself up so much for this 

that I am waiting for the serious, blood curdling, death pain. It never happens. 

 Sara and Hillarye walk over and Sara begins taunting me, telling me I am 

turning green, and maybe it wasn’t such a good idea. 

“Sara, I love you, but SHUT UP. You’re being annoying and if you can’t be 
nice go away.” 

  
 And I do love Sara and I am glad she is here, but seriously, leave me the 
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hell alone! This is MY experience and MY moment in time, don’t ruin it and don’t 

distract me from it. 

 Forty-five minutes, two breaks, and many taps, clicks and reminders to 

breathe later, I have a new foot and a new life experience. 

 Who knew that these 45 minutes of my life would change the rest of my 

life forever in ways I hadn’t even thought about. 

 
“Could you paint me better off? 

And could you sympathize with my needs? 
I know you think I need a lot. 

I started out clean but I’m jaded 
Just folding it in 

Just breaking the skin 
Can you help me I’m bent.....”118 

      
      
 My fist tattoo is an important beginning to this exploration because it 

embodies the essence of me that created this study.  In giving you the 

opportunity to join me in my experience I feel you are able to connect with me as 

a researcher and want to know more about where the journey will take us. 

Understanding my feelings during this event also helps to expand the personal 

nature of my tattoos, creating a base for further analysis. Starting my thesis in a 

nontraditional manner also creates the tone for the entire thesis.  

Utilizing artifacts (my tattoos) as a source of analysis instead of historical 

references I am also able to add to feminist literature in an area that is not 

studied as extensively. Portraying the aspects of Southern Feminism through a 

tangible means such as my tattoos I am able to not only show a correlation 
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between the meaning of my tattoos to southern feminist ideals, but also a 

connection to the reader by way of a real life application. 

 Through the use of autoethnography my personal experiences are 

narrated, analyzed, dissected, and put on display to the world. In the midst of 

personal narratives a scholarly decompression of the events occurs. By utilizing 

autoethnography I am able to connect to all who can identify with any part of my 

experiences and make a strong tie between the reader and the analysis by way 

of bridging of my stories. By creating this tie, I believe the scholarly analysis will 

be more accessible and understandable to the reader as well as give them a way 

to apply the ideas presented to their own life situations.52 

 In this study, autoethnography is used to tell the story of both of my tattoo 

experiences and how the tattoo world has affected my life and who I have 

become. I use autoethnography to describe Southern feminist ideals. By looking 

at my personal experiences through autoethnography, this study not only adds to 

the pre-existing literature on tattoos but also expand the theoretical argument of 

Southern feminism. Most importantly it will answer the questions, “how do my 

tattoos as self expression illustrate Southern Feminism?” and “how do the 

designs I have chosen express Southern feminist ideals?” 

 Autoethnography is the best form of research for this study because it 

allows for a self-reflexive examination of identity. Through the use of 

autoethnography, I am able to use my personal experiences for analysis, and not 

only provide a richer data source for my study, but create a closer relationship 
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with the reader which facilitates a deeper understanding of the text and the 

theory. This method of study allows for a more personal contribution from the 

researcher than traditional research methods.8 Because of this, the data is more 

easily accessible to the reader and allows the reader to become a part of the 

story and connect with the researcher on a personal level. Through this 

connection the analysis is made more personal and emotional to the reader. 

“I got a hole in me now, 
I got a scar I can talk about” 119 

 
Through the telling of my own stories and all that is wrapped into those moments, 

I have something to communicate and connect to the reader. 
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CHAPTER II 

HISTORY OF TATTOOING 

Prety_N_Ink (12:30:49 PM): hey girl 
Shopaholic22 (12:30:55 PM): hey! Want to go eat lunch together or something?  
Prety_N_Ink (12:31:14 PM): I would love to, but I also had something 
else in mind….. 
Prety_N_Ink (12:31:28 PM): want to take a trip with me downtown?  
Shopaholic22 (12:31:35 PM): sure where to? 
Prety_N_Ink (12:35:45 PM): I promise we will be back in time for class, to 
talk about tattoos. 
Shopaholic22 (12:36:20 PM): Sure as long as we eat too lol 
Shopaholic22 (12:36:23 PM): what are you wanting to talk to them about? 
Shopaholic22 (12:36:23 PM): or are you getting one?  
Prety_N_Ink (12:36:37 PM): not getting one today just asking about 
prices and if it’s possible to get the design I want as small as I 
want 
Shopaholic22 (12:36:52 PM): sure I would love to go, just call me when you get here! 
 
Sometimes making a decision is as simple as finding someone to share 

the moment with you. And sometimes it’s about having good company when you 

go run errands. 

 
 Tattoo Style 

“A great tattoo is a statement, not a style. And getting it is a journey, not a 
destination.”2

                                                 
2 Vince Hemingson 

 
 

The tinkle of the bells that sound as I open the door, much like most 

experiences in my life, bring a song to mind. I push the lyrics from my mind and 

follow Michelle through the doorway. 

“Brrrrr! It’s cold in here” 
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I glance over at Michelle who is now vigorously rubbing her hands over 

the exposed flesh on her arms newly covered with goose bumps. I laugh softly. 

Michelle and I are like night and day. This is part of the reason I have made it 

one of my personal missions to expose her to things she might never experience 

otherwise. Hence the reason she is standing next to me, wide-eyed and goose 

bumped in the doorway of a tattoo shop.  

“It’s always cold in these places. Not sure why. Maybe they figure it will 
keep you from sweating when you get nervous. Or maybe all tattoo artists 
are hot natured, who knows” 
 
Michelle stifles a groan at my lame attempt at a joke. As Michelle moves 

to the wall on the left to look at the flash, the crinkle of the paper in my hand 

reminds me of why I am there. I scan the room and accomplish two things. First, I 

orient myself with my surroundings and succeed in reviving that at home, 

comfortable feeling that always envelops me in tattoo shops. Second, I find out 

all the employees are busy. 

To my right are partitioned areas that serve as offices for each individual 

artist. The rooms are big enough for a counter that runs the length of the back 

wall of each room.  On the counters are the tools of the trade, along with mirrors, 

personal effects, and sketches. In the center of each “office” is a chair for the 

client to sit comfortably in while getting their work done. Next to each chair is a 

small stool on rollers for the artist. Reminds me of the little chair in the doctor’s 

office that the doctor sits on when he hits your knees to check your reflexes. The 

wall of each room facing the main room has a large window with no glass and a 
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door frame with no door. This allows for spectators to watch the process without 

getting in the way. And helps the small rooms not feel so claustrophobic. Looking 

down the line of rooms toward the back of the building it is a clash of color and 

tastes.  Each room is decorated and painted differently to suit the style of the 

artist who resides inside. On the sill of each window is a large glossy covered 

book and a stack of business cards. The business cards are each different 

depending on which artist they belong to. Some are cold, stark white with simple 

black lettering. Others are smattered with color like a kindergarten finger painting. 

The books on each sill are as different as the cards. Inside each book is a 

collection of photographs of work the individual artist has done. Some books beg 

to be touched with their warm inviting colors and intriguing designs. Others 

create a more subdued mood with the simple designs and lettering, instead of 

the itch in my palm to turn the page and eagerness in my eye to see more. Along 

the back wall is a partition with a doorway. Behind that wall are the inner 

workings of the shop that customers don’t see and usually don’t have any desire 

to see. A lush pillowy couch is along the left side of this back doorway with a 

rough imitation Oriental rug and scratched and battered coffee table placed in 

front of it. This is a place for customers to look at books of images, wait their turn, 

or for spectators to wait on their friends. For me, this couch, and its counter parts, 

is my ideal living room. On couches just like this one I could sit for hours 

snuggled down in the corner with my feet on the creamy leather beside me just 

watching the people and relishing in the ambiance. On the other side of the 
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coffee table is a rack with frames that one can flip through and look at designs. It 

reminds me of the poster racks one sees in music stores. Further up the wall to 

my left is a glass enclosed counter. Behind the counter is a copy machine, 

phone, cash register, appointment book, all the typical trappings of a front office. 

Enclosed in the three sided sparkling clear glass case is a piercing addicts 

dream. Every kind of body jewelry in all sizes, shapes, metals, and designs are 

displayed in the lighted counter top.   

Three of the artists’ booths are occupied. The booth closest to the door 

holds an artist hard at work on a butterfly tattoo. He is tattooing a college age 

girl’s lower back. She is sitting backwards in the chair facing the mirror on the 

back wall. Before the buzzing of the tattoo needles begins, the girl is laughing 

and talking to her two friends through the reflections in the mirror. When the 

buzzing begins, I notice a slight falter in her reflected smile. It is a falter I know 

well. It’s the nervous-anticipation-can we stop this –but I want to put up a brave 

front for my friends-smile. A crack in the mirror only seen on the face reflected. 

As the needles puncture her skin with low rapid taps that flow together into the 

buzz of the tattoo gun, all traces of her smile vanish in favor of an ashen faced 

grimace. The next booth is empty except for the artist cleaning his equipment 

and wiping down the chair and counter with a pungent disinfectant. The next two 

booths are dark, but the final booth in this macabre window show is occupied. A 

gentleman of about 30 is getting a tattoo on his left pectoral muscle above his 
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heart. He is positioned at an angle in the chair to allow the artist easy access to 

complete the work. However the angle does not suit me, I can’t see the design.  

There are two people sitting awkwardly on the couch in the corner looking 

at a book of flash with one of the artists. It is a male and female, probably late 

20s’, more possibly in a relationship. From the precise manner in which the 

female sits on the edge of her seat flips the pages with a sharp crack shaking her 

head “no” to what the artist is saying and the male leaning forward to offer an 

occasional opinion and then sinking silently back into the couch, it can be 

assumed they are getting similar or matching tattoos.  

There are two men behind the glass counter with six dozen tattoos 

between them. One is showing some of the body jewelry to a mid-20s’ aged 

man. The other is on the phone. I have to stifle a giggle as I hear him respond to 

a question from the person on the other end of the line. In a measured, 

exasperated tone that is fringed with annoyance I hear him say: 

“Yes it does hurt and it IS permanent.” 

As I pass the rounded corner of the counter I am back to where I began 

and standing next to Michelle. She is studying a set of flash on the wall with a 

confused expression on her face. 

“What’s up buttercup?” 

“There are so many designs. I don’t know how one would choose 
something. They are all so different” 
 
This is a problem I can solve. I pull myself up to my full height, all 5’6”, 

very intimidating, and try to muster up my best authoritative, teacher voice and 
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begin my very fascinating, (if I do say so myself) very informative lecture on 

tattoos. 

 There are many different tattoo styles that can be seen all over the world. 

There are twelve distinct styles known along with many other artist personalized 

styles. This piece is an excellent example of black and gray style. 

I have pointed to a black and white picture of drama masks with very intense 

shading. 

Black and gray works are done with a single needled and are commonly called 

Joint Style or Jailhouse due to their origination in penitentiaries. These works 

focus on portraiture or realistic pieces with a focus on the lines and shading of 

the piece.77 

Michelle gives me a twisted smile. I can see the gears in her mind 

working. She is thinking that she has opened the proverbial can of worms and 

kicking herself for questioning the one topic that I can talk for hours about. But 

being the good friend that she is, or just bored, she indulges me and listens 

politely. While I know all this is going through her mind, I can’t help myself. I very 

rarely have a rapt audience on this subject, or in her case trapped, and I love to 

talk. Besides I figure it passes the time while we wait. So I plunge onward.  

 Biomechanical tattoos stem from artistic musings in the style of Clive 

Barker and H.R. Giger.77 Biomechanical tattoos are often in the trompe l’oeil style 

giving the illusion that the wearer’s skin has been peeled, scared, or removed, to 

reveal steel rods or computer pieces. Celtic designs are representative of people 
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and animals from Welsh, Breton, Gaelic, and Cornish folklore incorporated with 

the weaving of a single line called knotwork.77 Like those earrings you saw that 

you liked remember? Darkside tattoos are themed tattoos rich in death, 

darkness, demons, spiders, and spider webs. They depict images of mortality, 

death, isolation, fear and evil as inspired by fantasy or science fiction 

illustrations.77 Darkside tattoos emphasize smooth shading and fine detail in 

great depth and dimension. Fantasy tattoos are closely related to Darkside 

tattoos in that they portray fantastic or mythical scenes. However, fantasy tattoos 

are generally completed in a large array of colors as opposed to black and white 

only. Darkside and fantasy tattoos are representative of science fiction buffs or 

individuals trying to express a darker aspect of their life they do not want to talk 

about in words.77  Now think back to the people you went to high school with. 

“Okay but I don’t see how they mean anything to the discussion.” 

“Trust me, there is a method to my madness as usual, did any of them 
have tattoos? Did they look like this?” 
 

I point to a piece of flash, written in old English with a picture of a joker. 

“Yeah they did, some of them had other stuff too, but I think that was from 
when they were in juvie or whatever.” 
 

 Exactly. This is a style called gangster tattoos. Or in their case they were 

trying to be gangster. Gangster tattoos are significant to the subculture they 

represent.77 These tattoos are names or symbols of the gang the person is 

associated with and put on the body to signify permanent allegiance much like 

ancient tribal identification. These tattoos are usually placed on the stomach or 
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back. There is also a tattoo language in Gangster tattoos. Teardrops around the 

eyes representing someone the wearer killed or someone the wearer was close 

to that passed away.72 Symbols on the knuckles represent the gang affiliation 

and old English lettering are also common in Gangster tattoos. Two popular 

styles that are related to the Gangster tattoo style are New School and Wild style. 

New School tattoos are a combination of other skin-art styles with fine-art and 

folk art traditions.77 These tattoos incorporate a large palette of colors to portray 

images of subject matter that were previously considered inappropriate for 

tattoos in combination with radical styles of art. Wild style is based largely on 

graffiti art. It encompasses the large letters and vibrant colors intertwined with 

graphic designs that are commonly seen on skateboards and roadways.77 

“That makes sense; I did go to school with some thugs didn’t I?” 

I laugh and agree, glad that I could find a way to make the subject matter 

seem a little more interesting to her by tying it to an aspect of her life I know 

about. 

“You know the armbands you see on most guys?” 

“Yeah” 

 Those are really tribal, but tribal and Haida are closely related. Haida 

tattoos are simple artworks of the Native American tribe the name is derived 

from.77 They are usually done in flat black, with red or another color as a 

highlight. Haida tattoos can be seen as a subcategory of Tribal motifs.77 Tribal 

tattoos are not specific to a particular tribe and are usually done in black abstract 
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designs based on designs found in Polynesia, Micronesia, and Borneo.77 They 

are usually based on geometric patterns or organic lines. Michelle, do you 

remember that show we watched the other day? Where that lady got a picture of 

her son that was killed in the 9/11 tragedy over her heart? 

“I remember, I also remember thinking that was a weird thing to do.” 

 I laugh at her recollection because I remember it as well. Sometimes the 

best part about being around Michelle is her reactions to human nature and the 

way people go about their lives. 

“That tattoo, from the show, much like this picture here is a style called 
memorial tattoos. Catchy huh? Easy to remember too cause well its 
common sense.” 
 
“Ha ha ha, yeah, it does make sense, now stop being a smart ass and tell 
me about it dork” 
 

 Memorial tattoos are portraits or symbols that represent a particular 

person. They include a name, birth, and death date. They can also be used to 

signify the birth of a child or a wedding. Realistic or Portrait tattoos are 

photographic quality work on the skin. They usually consist of portraits or nature 

scenes and are common for memorial tattoos. This style is usually done in black 

and white depictions but color can be added and still be considered part of the 

style. This is the most difficult of tattoos and it is recommended that they only be 

done by accomplished and skilled artists. Realistic tattoos have delicate outlines 

and are highly detailed. This type of tattooing takes advantage of placement on 

the body working for a harmonious effect. Several artistic factors go into creating 

a realistic tattoo. Shading, perspective, color blending, body contours, and the 
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artist’s use of negative space are all-important elements when constructing a 

realistic or portrait tattoo. These tattoos do however; run more of a risk of 

bleeding under the skin than other tattoos. Bleeding of the ink by osmosis can 

result in a fine line depiction becoming a dark, fuzzy blotch under the skin, ruining 

the quality of the work. But the end results, when done correctly, depict a lifelike 

image that is hard to turn away from. 

“What about that other guy that was on that show? The one that was 
going back to the shop like a billion times to look at sketches and stuff?” 
 

Ah you are catching on grasshopper, ha ha ha. He was designing a more 

traditional tattoo from the Japanese culture. Oriental tattoos are in reference to 

the traditional Japanese tattooing. Traditional Japanese tattoos, Irezumi, date 

back to the Paleolithic period but modern Irezumi artists are hard to find.14 

However, oriental style tattoos use limited design motifs-fish, water, lotus flowers, 

religious imagery- along with musculature and placement concerns. This style 

also implies that the work covers the entire body. These tattoos are mapped and 

planned out carefully before any inking begins.77 

 We walk down the wall taking in all the images we see in passing. The 

light seems to sparkle on the smooth glass of each framed piece as the sun 

shifts thru the windows casting our shadows in a pattern across the surfaces as 

we move with quiet shushing steps over the tile floor. I spot one piece of flash 

that brings a smile to my face and a flutter to my heart. I grab Michelle’s arm and 

pull her back to where I am standing. I point to a particular piece of flash. It is of a 

woman, provocatively posed over the nose of an airplane. 



Texas Tech University, Audra Ellis, May 2009 
 

19 

 “Does this look familiar?” 

“Yeah, it looks like those girls from pinup calendars, but from a long time 
ago ‘cause she isn’t naked.” 
 
“Yup, that’s where this style comes from. And it happens to be my favorite 
tattoo style in case you were wondering.” 
 
“I kinda figured, ‘cause you are always trying to find a way to work those 
pin-ups into your paintings and stuff. So what’s this called and what’s the 
big deal about this one?” 

 
 This one is called traditional, but it also has many other names. It is called 

traditional American, traditional western, sailor, or Sailor Jack style.117 It is said to 

be fathered by Sailor Jerry, an icon in the tattoo community.98 Traditional tattoo 

style was first developed in shops in the 1940s and 1950s near military bases. It 

is a quick style of tattoo that requires a limited color palette, usually three or four 

colors. This is due in large part to the limited colors that were available at the 

time of its popularity.117 The traditional style is very stylized to the artist and is 

often two dimensional depictions. Traditional tattoos are iconic with little regard to 

art. Designs are cartoon-like with little to no effort to make the designs look 

realistic. They are characterized by thick, bold lines and no to rare color shading. 

Traditional style tattoos also have common design elements including hearts, 

anchors, mermaids, daggers, ships, snakes, birds, panthers, simple flowers and 

names. 13, 117 

 Traditional style tattoos are often called sailor tattoos because of their 

popularity with the branches of military, specifically the navy. Many of the patrons 

of tattoo parlors during this style’s popularity were military men getting signifiers 
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of their branch, status, or accolades permanently inked on their bodies.87 One 

particularly popular design was that of the pin-up girl. The pin-up girl portrayed 

the human form with minimum lines and few colors. These designs were not 

nude portrayals of women, but sexually attractive women, in minimal clothing, in 

provocative positions.87 

I read an article about this type, and there was a quote in there that really 
explains why men got these better.” 
 
“What did it say?” 
 

 Well, Bert Grimm, a famous tattoo artist out of Long Beach, observed that 

men “wanted something to turn them on. They wanted erotic, not to say obscene, 

designs of women of all races and occupations, including ones of Red Cross 

nurses, the Statue of Liberty, and an oversexed Amelia Earhart.”87 

“Ha, that’s funny, especially when you compare it to what guys look at now 
for that kind of entertainment. Like nudie magazines and stuff.” 
 
“That’s probably one of the reasons I like it so much, it shows women’s 
sexuality without being totally vulgar, but it’s not just the pin-ups, the 
designs are so clean and simplistic, I like that too. Oh something else that 
was funny.” 
  

The United States Navy issued a recruiting circular in 1909 that stated ‘Indecent 

or obscene tattooing is cause for rejection, the applicant should be given an 

opportunity to alter the design, in which event he may, if otherwise qualified, be 

accepted.’87  It was because of this ruling that men rushed to tattoo parlors in the 

1940s creating one of the biggest tattoo booms recorded. Men eligible to enlist 

flocked to the tattoo parlors requesting lingerie, skirts, fans, flowers, butterflies 
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and other various objects to cover up bare spots on their tattoos of women so 

they would be eligible to help fight the war. 

“That’s hilarious, but I guess it makes sense. Comply or don’t fight and in 
those days you didn’t have a choice about fighting. It was probably easier 
to just put something over the nakedness than having a whole new tattoo 
put on over the girl too.” 
 
“I am sure, and faster, a small fan or something isn’t as time consuming as 
trying to figure out a complete cover up that won’t look like crap.”   
 
“I never knew there was so much behind a tattoo. That’s a lot to think 
about. I just thought you found a picture you liked and had it done.” 
 
“well most people do, they don’t really look as deep into it as that, its more 
about finding something that is aesthetically pleasing to them.” 
 
“You said that the oriental stuff, the pictures like the fish and stuff were 
important. Does that mean with each tattoo the picture or whatever is 
important or means something? How can you possible know what each 
specific image means?” 
 
“Well you really can’t I guess. A lot depends on the person. Why they are 
getting it, what the image means to them personally and so on. But some 
images do have particular meanings in different cultures.” 
 

My launch into lesson two is abruptly brought to a screeching halt. 

“How can I help you ladies today? You looking for a particular design?” 

 The man that had been showing the body jewelry has come over to help 

us. That’s one thing I always can rely on in a tattoo shop, the employees pay 

attention and will help you as fast as they can get to you, I can appreciate that. 

“Well I am not really looking for a design, I have my own but I wanted to 
talk to someone about it, see if it’s actually feasible.” 
 
“Cool, well my name is Charlie, and I would be happy to talk to you about 
it, let’s lay these out on the counter over there.” 
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 The three of us troop over to the counter and Charlie and I begin 

discussing the design I have brought with me. Once we are both satisfied that all 

my questions have been answered, I decline his offer to make an appointment. I 

thank him for his help, grab Michelle away from the navel rings, I can see the 

glint in her eye, the wonder of if she could do it, and we head for the door. 

“He said I’ve been here for all these years 
And what I know is this 

If you look and listen close 
A man will show you what he is 

You know the way I see it, you’ve been ‘round but you’re still green 
Cause tattoos and scars are different things”70 

 
A tattoo can express many aspects of the person that bears it. They can also 

represent moments of internal strife or emotional scars. 

 

Common Designs 

“Tattooing is about personalizing the body, making it a true home and fit temple 
for the spirit that dwells inside it… Tattooing therefore, is a way of keeping the 

spiritual and material needs of my body in balance.”3

 As we get back in the car, through the dinging of the seatbelt alarm, I 

catch a phrase on the radio. I think its one I like. I turn it up a little to see, and 

sure enough it’s the one I thought it was. This song is one of those that hits you. 

It makes you see that no matter what, your experiences make you who you are, 

good and bad, and they have a reason and a purpose. Another of its more 

positive attributes, it proclaims you should be happy with you for whom you are 

and not fall prey to trying to fit into the stereotypes that society finds the most 
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beautiful or successful. Which in our day and age, I find refreshing and uplifting, 

as well as a little bit of a self esteem boost. We are all trying to fit into those 

molds and it’s nice to see something once in awhile that tells you its okay to not 

fit in. At the same time Michelle and I both exclaim,  

 “I love this song!” 

 So I turn the radio up and we sing along………. 

                                                                                                                                                 
3 Michelle Delio 
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Seize the day  
Don't let your youth slip away  

And above all else be true to who you are  
Don't let anyone tell you  

That they know what's best for you  
You're the only one that matters in the end  

'Cause baby, you're the only one  
In Your Skin  

 
Everybody knows when you're pretty  

Life is so much easier  
And if your not - what a pity  

But you already are  
 

'Cause you're not too fat  
You're not too thin  

'Cause you're the only one  
In Your Skin  

 
I've never seen a perfect 10  
So loosen up and let love in  

Get comfortable  
In Your Skin  

 
Everybody loves you when you're pretty  

Miss Patti Popularity  
You're so charming and witty  

The world's homecoming queen  
 

No one said that life is fair  
She has longer legs and hair  
he has perfect teeth and skin  

but can they let love in  
You can hide your scars  

but they make you who you are  
 

You're not too rich  
You're not too poor  

if you're the only one  
You're livin' for  

You're not too short  
You're not too tall  

and it doesn't matter after all  
If you're comfortable In Your Skin  

Get comfortable In Your Skin  
'Cause you're beautiful  

In Your Skin24 
 

As the song fades out and the DJ comes back on, Michelle turns the radio 
down and turns to me.  
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“You started to say something about designs when Charlie walked up. 
What were you going to say?” 
 

I look at her astonished. Does she really want more?  

“Are you sure you want me to keep talking? You know I can talk for hours 
about this, and I thought you were bored.” 
 
“No it’s interesting. I want to know why you like it so much, and it’s 
something I don’t know much about, and you know how I am about not 
knowing things.” 
 

 Yes I do know how you are, you want to know everything. Okay so 

designs. While each tattoo is an individual expression, there are common 

recurring designs that have specific meanings. I guess the best way to do this is 

alphabetically so let’s start with my favorite letter, the A’s. 

 One common design is the anchor. It is representative of security and 

safety. However, its connotative meaning is different among seafaring cultures 

and Christian cultures.53 In seafaring cultures, the anchor was seen as a mystical 

symbol that prevented ships from sinking. In Christian cultures the anchor 

symbolizes salvation and represents Christ. To naval and marine branches of the 

armed forces an anchor shows their loyalty to the military.53 Other water and 

water craft symbols show the subculture of sailors as well.  Angels are another 

ambiguous symbol among the tattooed community. They have the ability to 

represent sublimation, divine messengers or protectors, or rewards given to 

brave warriors in heaven depending on the context they are used in and what 

subculture that the wearer belongs to.  

Do you remember that girl that was in the shop getting the butterfly?” 
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“Yeah I remember, I know how you hate that design and girls getting it in 
their lower back, ha ha ha.” 

 
“I don’t really hate the design; I just hate how cliché it is. Seems like every 
girl that decides to get a tattoo gets a butterfly in her lower back. I just 
want people to be more original or put some thought into it you know? 
Seriously, when she is 80 is she really going to feel the same about that 
butterfly? I highly doubt it. But despite that fact, I was going to say that the 
next symbol that has many meanings is the butterfly. 

 
 In Chinese interpretation, the butterfly is emblematic of joy, especially in 

marriage. Whereas, in the days of the ancient Greeks, the butterfly represented 

the soul’s ability to fly away from the body in an act of purification or rebirth.53 

Today many young people choose to get butterfly tattoos for their color quality or 

because of its aesthetically pleasing nature with or without the deeper meanings 

that can be associated with the symbol.  

 Celestial bodies also have varied symbolic meanings across 

subcultures.53 Stars are seen as representative of a struggle against the force of 

darkness and in seafaring people they are guideposts. Stars are also symbolic of 

the birth of Christ, a good luck symbol, sexual union, to ward off evil, and a 

symbol of the infernal. The sun is dominantly masculine symbol representing 

ultimate power personified by the Egyptian god Ra. Thus, can be seen as 

representative of seeing all and knowing all. The sun is associated with heroism, 

courage and spiritual illumination.77 

“Are those the only images that have extra meaning? Seems like such a 
small list and it didn’t go through the whole alphabet, we only went to C.” 
 
“Actually no, there are many many more.”  
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 Most tattoo images can be placed into one of eighteen general categories: 

animal, art, biker, Buddhist, cartoons, Celtic, Christian, Coptic, crosses, Egyptian, 

floral, Hindu, insects, Japanese, lettering, luck, maritime and military, and 

miscellaneous. 

“Wow, that’s a lot of areas. There is more depth to all this than I ever 
imagined” 
 
“Yeah, it’s a lot to think about, but I think it’s important to look at all 
aspects to truly understand tattoos and why people get what they get.” 

  
 “That makes sense, so get to talking I want to understand.”  

 
 Ha ha, okay okay. Animals are among the most ancient of symbols to be 

used in tattooing. Many people relate to the qualities the animal totem possesses 

and become a means of expressing this connection. Each animal is unique in its 

historical associations and the symbolism for each varies from culture to 

culture.53 

 Tattooing incorporates many aspects of other cultural traditions and many 

famous artistic works are directly incorporated into the symbols that are selected 

for tattoos. This can be replicas of great masters’ works or simply just utilizing 

their artistic style.53  

 Biker tattoos are not limited to one specific area.  However, many choose 

symbols that represent motorcycles, brands, riding them, independence, and 

lawlessness. 

“Kinda like that?” 
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I look up to see what Michelle is pointing at. She has spotted a Harley Davidson 

bumper sticker on the car in front of us. On the rectangle of white is the Harley 

logo and phrase “born to ride”. 

“Very much like that, anything that shows their affinity to that lifestyle. Like 
a bumper sticker for their body.” 
 
Ha, ha. Good analogy, now I am going to picture people with bumper 
stickers on their butts like that commercial. So what else?”   
 

 Buddhist tattoos utilize symbols that echo or reinforce the basic tenets of 

Buddhism. Buddha himself discouraged the use of his image.  However, 

Buddhist iconography has evolved to include portrait icons, abstract symbols, 

written script and even Buddha.53 

 Cartoon characters are similar to animals in the respect that the individual 

may identify with characteristics that the cartoon is famous for. Characters can 

be derived from newspaper comics, comic books, works of fiction, animation or 

video games. In today’s tattooing, characters can be pin-up girls, super heroes, 

animals or mythical creatures. With the scores of cartoons that can be used, 

symbolism is derived from knowledge of the character.53 

 Celtic tattoos of today are modeled on the ornamentation of intricate knot 

work that illuminated manuscripts created by artist monks after C.E. 500. It is 

unknown if these tattoos resemble those of the people observed in the first 

century. However, the interlacing and interlocking curves and loops, often 

forming designs that are symmetric and balanced in the midst of complicated 

patterns distinguish these symbols from other tattoos.53 



Texas Tech University, Audra Ellis, May 2009 
 

29 

“Like my earrings?” 

“Yes exactly like your earrings, you are catching on, that most of tattoo 
images can be found all over the place, not just in tattoos and art but in 
everyday life.” 
 

 Christian tattoos draw from the rich symbolic tradition of Christian art.53 

These designs are not limited to Christian fish, but include Greek words, 

scripture, religious figures, and saints, as well as items mentioned in the Bible 

such as chalice, halo, or the grail. Principles of the Bible such as faith or forgiven 

are also represented in images and words.53 

 Coptic designs are similar to Christian images, but they are more specific 

in meaning. Coptic designs are used to commemorate a pilgrimage to Jerusalem 

and incorporate the local and Christian culture. Many Coptic images are derived 

from the Book of Revelation or depict a momentous act in the Bible such as the 

last supper, slaying of John the Baptist, or the resurrection.  

 Crosses receive their own category due to their popularity and the wide 

variety of crosses that can be depicted.53 The cross is primarily a Christian 

emblem and symbolizes the suffering and triumph of Jesus’ crucifixion and 

resurrection as Christ.53 The symbology that an individual associates with the 

cross can be seen not only in the type of cross chosen but the individual’s 

personal connection with the image. 

“Like your friend Sara’s cross meaning power?” 

“Yes exactly each cross has its own meaning based on its design, color, 
and the individuals experiences and what they want it to represent.”  
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 Egyptian tattoos do not draw upon tattoos that were or are actually 

preformed in Egypt.53 They instead draw from art history of the time of the 

pharaohs’ dynasties and include hieroglyphs, ancient gods, talismans used by 

Egyptians, the sphinx, pyramids and images of the rulers themselves as seen 

through artifacts recovered from those time periods. 

 The aesthetic appeal of nature can be found in floral designs. These 

designs can be found the world over and can imply seasons, sentiment or 

geography.53 

 Hindu tattoos are centered around the depictions of the different gods. 

Like other religious works, these tattoos use many of the sacred and familiar 

Hindu images. Unlike Buddhism where Buddha discouraged the use of his 

image, Hinduism encourages the use of the many gods as images.53 

 Insects are separated categorically from animals due to their popularity, 

especially the butterfly and their distinction as separate design elements.53 

However, similarly to animals, insects possess historical and mythical roots and 

their symbolism can be found in these roots but vary from culture to culture.53 

“There’s your friend the butterfly again. Ha, ha.  I bet you end up with one 
at some point in your life.” 
 
“I seriously doubt that one. I prefer to use other forms of design that 
actually mean something to me as well as being pretty. The next category 
is full of meaning.” 
 

 Japanese tattoos have evolved into a tradition of designs and symbolism 

known throughout the world as one of the most developed styles.53 Japanese 

tattoos are made distinctive through the use of large designs and themes 
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incorporating tradition and symbols of the culture in blacks and grays similar to 

the Japanese brushwork known as sumi.53  

 Lettering changes with the times, style of tattoo, and language. Lettering 

tattoos are most commonly used to tattoo names of people that have a special 

relationship or are an important person in the tattooed’s life.53 Lettered tattoos 

lack a need for much interpretation because they are read but offer symbolic 

meaning in the relationship the person has with the person’s name or word that is 

tattooed.53  

 Luck symbols are another group of images that change with the times and 

culture. Some of the most common are images of horseshoes, four-leaf clovers, 

or the number 7. 

I see the turn I need to take up ahead and click on my turn signal. “You 

remember the pinup girl from the shop?” 

“Yes they style you like best right? The traditional, sailor, I have a million 
names one?” 
 
“Ha, ha yes that one. That’s the next category. 

 Maritime and military tattoos are most often associated with sailors but 

have come to be popular with all types of people. Maritime tattoos incorporate 

images from a sailor’s daily life such as anchors, ships, and the sea.53 They can 

also include customs or myths of this unique group of people to mark 

achievements or offer protection. Military tattoos inspire camaraderie and show 

allegiance to a particular group or country based on the specific image of military 

organizations, units, and events.53  
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 The miscellaneous category is a catch all for symbols and images that 

defy categorization or the category would be too small. It includes but is not 

limited to symbols of group movements, classic flash, Icons of pop culture, death 

symbols and flags.”53 

“Sheesh, that’s a lot to digest, I understand now why people are always so 
instant on you thinking things through before getting a tattoo.” 
 
“Well its not really just all that, its more so that its permanent and they 
want you to consider how you will feel about the design when you are 
older, people change as they age and what might seem cute and fun now 
wont mean diddly when you are 50. it’s a life changing decision, one you 
have to live with, and that’s the main reason they want you to think about, 
cause if you are going to spend money to get it, why would you want to 
spend money to have it taken off later you know? However for me 
personally, those elements play into my choice, I don’t want something 
that doesn’t mean anything to me.” 
 
“I think I would feel the same way, but I don’t know that I could ever get 
one, it’s terrifying just to watch someone get one.” 
 

 Michelle shivers as she makes this statement and while I laugh I 

understand. Some people just aren’t meant to have tattoos. Some feel they can’t 

survive without them. It’s a personal thing. As we pull up the drive to her 

apartment we continue to talk but the subject has moved on to what we are doing 

in class tonight and if we understood the reading assignment. Michelle jumps out 

of the car when I put it in park and begins to gather her belongings. 

“Thanks for letting me go with you girl, it was interesting. If you decide to 
go back let me know, I will go with you again.” 
 
“Awesome, I don’t know when I will go, but when I do you will be the first 
person I call. See you in a bit in class.” 
 

 “Okay! Bye.” 
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There are so many possibilities when it comes to tattoo designs. Not only do you 

have to consider a design but also multiple meanings and associations with each 

individual design. This adds up to an infinite list of choices and decisions to make 

when permanently marking one’s body. 

“No tattoos are ever exactly identical, and those who wear them increase their 
peculiarity, and uniqueness, by this act of free will.”43 

 
 Two people may have the exact same design they picked from a book or 

off a wall of flash. Their choice of placement and the meaning they associate with 

that design make it unique and personal to them and unlike any other despite 

similarities in design. 

Historical Origins 

“Show me a man with a tattoo and I’ll show you a man with an interesting past.”4 
 

 I begin backing out of the parking space and head for the highway. But my 

mind is wandering to my thesis. I really should write some about how tattooing 

began, not just what it is but why it is and how people are involved. As I head to 

my house, I mull over what to write in that section of my thesis. Tattooing’s 

history is expansive, it covers a vast amount of time, as well as all the different 

advances that went into what it is today. Hopefully I will be hit by inspiration and 

not the car that is fast approaching the rear of my vehicle.  

 Sitting in class, I know I should be focused on the discussion but I can’t 

seem to concentrate. How am I going to get all the history about tattoos onto 

paper? I stare down at the crisp white notebook paper in front of me. As I flick the 
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top corner with a gentle swish back and forth watching the thin blue lines dance, I 

consider my options. I begin to outline what I know and see if just writing it out 

will help.  

The origins or timeframe of the first tattoo is unknown because of the inability for 

human skin to survive unless intentional or accidental mummification took place. It is 

believed that the practice of tattooing developed in many different locations 

independently many times over.103 The earliest evidence of tattooing can be traced back 

to the Upper Paleolithic period, 38,000 to 10,000 BCE, in Europe.53  Body art, despite its 

denotative meanings in its beginnings, can be seen as one of humankind’s original 

creative impulses as a means of expression.77 The most ancient tattooed specimen to date 

is the “Iceman.”14 Tattooing from this period cannot be classified specifically, due to lack 

of documentation, but can be theorized as either ornamental or markings of tribe status. 

Some of the earliest concrete evidence of tattooing can be found on tattooed mummies 

from Peru to Nubia.53  Many Egyptian mummies also have tattooed markings on them. 

Many of the Egyptian markings are assumed to be religious or magical connotations 

because they were found on mummies of individuals of high status. Ancient Greeks used 

tattooing as a method of decoration, showing one’s status, and identifying secret 

allegiances. The Mayan tattoo practices are seen as the most extreme. Full body tattoos 

and facial tattoos on both men and women were common practices. Mayan body art was 

done for spiritual reasons as well as beautification. Mayan body art practices began at an 

early age and were started while a person was still a child. Body art was also used as a 

                                                                                                                                                 
4 Jack London 
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defensive tactic. Many tribes colored their skin and cut patterns into their skin to psych 

out their opponents.  

Many of these arts were outlawed during the Crusades. Tattooing and body art 

was banished due to the misinterpretation of Leviticus 19:27-28.77  “Ye shall not round 

the corners of your head; neither shall thou mar the corners of thy beard... Ye shall not 

make any cuttings in your flesh for the dead, nor print any marks upon you...”77  Tattoos 

became a major offense during the Inquisition because it symbolized involvement in 

another religion other than Christianity.  

Tattooing remained taboo until the late eighteenth century.77 It was during this 

time that many explorations were made across the globe. Islands were identified on these 

expeditions whose people used tattooing in their cultural practices. Captain James Cook 

gave us the word we use today; tattoo, to describe the practice based on similar words in 

the Polynesian Cultures. One such culture is the Maori of New Zealand. Their tattooing 

custom is the Moko, or facial decoration. Each decoration was different for each person. 

Each family had a unique Moko that was personalized for each individual in the family. 

The Moko was used on documents in place of a signature and became a true 

representation of the individual whom it belonged to.11 

In places such as the Philippines, Burma, Thailand, Cambodia, Laos, and China 

tattooing was pursued not only for aesthetic reasons.53 Tattooing was pursued as an 

artistic and spiritual endeavor and highly bound with religion. Buddhist monks of 

Thailand gave and received tattoos, as talismans for a good life’s journey. They believed 

that the designs or combinations of designs were magical and would provide protection 
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and luck to those who received them.  In this region tattooing generally served the 

purpose of protection.53 

Tattoos resurfaced in European cultures in the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries.77  Sailors returning from exotic locations brought with them tattoos on their 

bodies and stories of great drama in getting the tattoo. Upper class citizens began getting 

small tattoos as a means of living these wild tales vicariously.  

One of the most artistically advanced forms of tattooing can be found in the history of the 

Japanese culture.11 Tattooing in Japan was raised to a high level of artistry.53  Japanese 

tattoos use Japanese mythology as a subject and usually cover the entire body. This 

practice was common among warriors and elites in society, but is not practiced today.11 

Traditionally tattooing is still practiced in Nepal, North Africa, India, and Jerusalem, as 

well as, island groups of the South Pacific. Images of Hinduism, protection, fertility, 

pilgrimage, and Christian iconography can be seen in these areas today.53 

 “Audra can you answer the question?” 

I am snapped out of my musings by the professor’s polite request that I 

participate in the discussion. Turning slightly red and feeling a little embarrassed 

I put my history problem away for another time, and try to focus more on the 

class and rhetorical problems at hand. But in the back of my mind, as per usual, 

a song begins to play…….. 
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From way back in time 
A time more civilized 

Nations decorated the skin 
To express what’s within 

 
As a part of their culture  
Like wisdom in a book 
It wasn’t just a fashion 

It was art made with passion 
 

Today still people say  
Tattoos are for scum  
But why so afraid? 

For so much beauty is made 
 

My skin is my canvas 
My body, here it is 

It’s an open field for joy 
See this needle, it’s my toy 

 
It’s my body, it’s my life, it’s my own choice 

Tattoos as expression, it’s just a different voice 
It’s my body, it's my life, it’s part of me 

Tattoos as expression, which means I’m free 
 

The ink which makes a tattoo 
Doesn’t infect common sense 

It’s a dignified creation 
Why call it mutilation? 

 
My skin is just a cover 
 The real me, it’s inside 

So if you wanna judge me  
Look beyond and you’ll see 

 
It’s my body, it’s my life, it’s my own choice 

Tattoos as expression, it’s just a different voice 
It’s my body, it’s my life, it’s part of me 

Tattoos as expression, which means I’m free.92 
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 “Symbolism is the language of the psyche.” 77 

Gender in Tattooing 

Another weekend finds me sitting in the living room floor. Scattered 

around me are books, articles, sheets of paper, and numerous other artifacts that 

make my living room look like the printer and the bookcase had an uncivilized 

battle as to which could spit out the most of its contents all over the place. While 

it may appear to be a mess beyond cleaning, to my eye, its organized chaos. 

Admittedly though, I am not to sure how organized it is. I glance forlornly at the 

TV once again. Sighing I pick up another article and begin to read. This is 

interesting, I knew I liked the traditional style, but I didn’t realize that its creator 

was also one of the first to modernize the world of tattoos. I keep reading. 

“The sailor style was fathered, according to many, by Norman Keith 

Collins, better known as Sailor Jerry.82 Sailor Jerry did many things that 

advanced the art of tattooing. Sailor Jerry found color pigments that were 

safe to use in body inking expanding the palette from the standard three or 

four pigments to an array of vibrant colors.” 58 

I stretch my legs and find a new sitting position. You would think by now I would 

have learned not to sit in the floor. Oh well, I have never done things the easy 

way. Samuel Rilley first patented the electric tattooing machine in 1891, but his 

technology was later improved upon by Sailor Jerry.102 

“He modernized the machinery of tattooing by creating better power 

sources, and less traumatizing machines and needle configurations for 
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applying the pigment. One of the most important achievements Sailor 

Jerry made, however, was the introduction of single service products and 

hospital-style sterilization into the tattoo industry.58  Sailor Jerry also 

introduced the idea of “flash” to the world of tattooing. He simply began to 

hang his artwork on the walls of his studios for customers to look at when 

they came in. This practice has been developed to the elaborate flash 

displays, books, and magazines that we see today.” 

Sighing again I throw the article back to its reserved spot on the carpet. In doing 

so I notice I need to vacuum again. Oh well another time, as tempting as 

procrastination is, I would rather work than vacuum. After all these articles and all 

these books, I still can’t find what I am looking for. What about women? Where 

do they fit in?  

 There is a knock on my door and I grudgingly get up to answer it. Who 

could that be and why are they interrupting my frustration? As I sign for the UPS 

package I just received I realize this may be the answer to my questions, and 

somebody up above likes me. Does God use UPS? As I open the box I realize 

that the book inside that I had ordered is exactly what I was missing. I anxiously 

pull off the plastic wrapping like a kid opening an anticipated present on 

Christmas morning. YES! It is the book I thought it was. Maybe today’s work 

won’t be so bad at all. I forgo sitting in the floor for the comforts of the couch to 

read my new treasure trove of information. 

 As I settle on the couch I look again at the women pictured on the cover 



Texas Tech University, Audra Ellis, May 2009 
 

40 

and read the title once again. “Bodies of Subversion: A Secret History of Women 

and Tattoo” by M. Mifflin. I give the spine its first crack as I open the book and 

begin to read about my fellow tattooed females. 

  In the past, women were extremely limited in how they were able to 

express themselves through tattooing, making it even less of a form of self 

expression for them. Understanding all that is out there in the world of tattooing 

creates a greater understanding of what women have overcome in order to fully 

claim this art form as a means of self expression. 

  In the Western tradition, tattooing is a male dominated culture. Men were 

the artists and men were the ones being tattooed. The first women history finds 

in the world of tattooing were circus side show attractions. 

I slap my forehead mockingly. 

“Of course it’s the circus, always gotta be a freak for being different.” 

I say this to no one in particular and shake my head as I continue reading. 

  Irene Woodard and Nora Hildebrandt emerged into the public eye in 1882 

in New York.76 These women were weeks apart in their public viewings as 

tattooed women but both boasted almost full body coverage by tattoos. 

Woodard’s career as an international curiosity was longer and more publicized 

than Hildebrandt’s.76 

 I stop reading for a minute and examine the pictures of these women. I 

switch my gaze back and forth between my hare legs and the books pictures. 

“Wonder what I would look like with a full body tattoo?” I keep trying to picture my 
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legs covered in vivid colors and can’t quite see it. “Guess my career as a tattooed 

lady is down the drain.” I turn the page and focus once again on the text. 

 These two ladies were followed by scores of women who chose being the 

circus’ tattooed lady as their profession. So many women followed this path over 

the next two decades that tattooed men were being forced off the stage and out 

of the carnival limelight. 

“I love it, even as a non-traditional career, women are dominating.”  

 As I continue to speak to the walls around me, the thought that I am 

talking to myself enters my mind but I push it away, no sense in analyzing my 

own faulty psyche at the moment. However, I do allow the song that came with 

that realization to stay. 

 
“Am I fine or am I crazy 

It’s all in who you’d ask and what they’d say 
I owe my answers now to no one 

Flying high and anchor free 
A mirror image passes me 

If I had only taken one chance 
Stepped up on the stage for all to see 

 
And I can’t believe I waited for tomorrow 

I can’t believe I’m back here once again-so naïve 
And the broken white lines lead back to zero 

Here I am once again 
And I can’t believe.” 12 

 
 Strong women have always been a source of pride for me. No matter the 

circumstances, women who made the best of their situation and thrived in it 

brings me joy. The fact that they were dominating a male dominated world didn’t 
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hurt the laughability of it all either. I continue absorbing the words on the pages 

as if it was food and I hadn’t eaten in weeks.  

  Fanciful stories about these women’s pasts and how the tattoos were 

acquired were created to help sell tickets to the sideshows. Few of the women, 

however, were allowed to select the images on their body thus becoming “A 

tattooist’s dream come true: blank canvases on which the grandest epidermal 

excursions could be staged”.76  

 It wasn’t until the early 20th century when few women were allowed to 

learn to tattoo.76 This however still had its regulations. Most of the women were 

wives of established tattoo artists and in this highly competitive business could 

be trusted to learn the trade and not go out and open a competing shop. Many 

colored in outlines created by their husbands or worked directly from flash. 

Women artists also offered the added benefit of promoting business and 

attracting sailors into the shop. 

 Maud Stevens Wagner is the first known American tattoo artist.76 She 

gained her apprenticeship by agreeing to date her future husband in 1904. Her 

husband Gus Wagner was an established tattooist and former seaman. Tattooing 

was carried on as a family tradition with the couple’s daughter Lotteva. Lotteva 

was taught by her father and began tattooing at the age of nine. She used the 

hand-poke method of tattooing by using British sewing needles tied to the end of 

notched chopsticks secured silk thread and continued to use this method until 

her death in 1993.  
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 Ouch!! That had to hurt like hell. God bless modern technology. On the 

other hand that technique might discourage a lot of people, me included, from 

getting a tattoo. I shudder again thinking about the needle on a chopstick and go 

back to my reading. 

 Lotteva was a rarity in the industry because she never received a tattoo. 

Lotteva always wanted a tattoo herself however “Mama wouldn’t let Papa tattoo 

me. I never understood why. She relented after he died and said I could get 

tattoos then, but I said that if Papa couldn’t do them like he had done hers, then 

nobody would”.76 

 Many well-known tattoo circus ladies followed over the years and while 

they gave up their social respectability they were rewarded with friends, public 

recognition, money and travel opportunities. Circus women approached their 

tattoos as a business opportunity, in the late 1800's and early 1900's many 

society women recreationally indulged in tattooing.76 Tattooing among middle and 

upper-class women peaked during the suffragist ‘20s and again with the 

women’s movement of the ‘70s.76 Tattooing not only called attention to women’s 

flesh but acted as a statement of their individuality and was a bold intrusion into 

the masculine realm.76  

 The first women to open their own shops, did so in New York and San 

Diego in the ‘20s.76 Mildred Hull and Nell Bowen are the most remembered and 

exalted as the first female solo artists. Their businesses were not met with open 
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arms by the male public and counterparts but through perseverance and true 

gifts for the craft they carved a trail for others to follow. 

 My mind begins to wander as I lean my head back on the couch and close 

my eyes. I can picture these women charging through a never ending gauntlet of 

men wielding their tattoo guns as weapons. I begin to laugh as my mental picture 

fades and I try to focus again on my book. 

 In the ‘50s and ‘60s the decline in acceptance of tattoos for both men and 

women reached its low when many states outlawed tattooing.76 It was at this time 

that bikers, gangs, and prisoners adopted this outlawed form as a symbol of their 

rebellion. This act led to the stigma of the marked woman hitting an extreme. 

Tattooed women began fading from the public eye and women were seen more 

often as the subject of tattoos rather than bearers. 

 The shift in history of tattooed women from collecting not as a professional 

attraction or wife of a tattooist, but for the love of the art form came with Elizabeth 

Weinzirl. Weinzirl appeared in 1958 on Jack Linkletter’s variety show, On the Go, 

to display her skin art collection.76 After the inception of tattoo conventions in the 

‘70s she became a regular attendee and is credited with bringing the tattooed 

community together through her letter writing. Weinzirl let her husband Adolph 

and Bert Grimm, her exclusive artist, pick her designs, but she controlled her 

exhibition of her work. She became a dedicated collector and tattoo activist.76 

 When women began rethinking womanhood in the late ‘60s, tattoos were 

rescued and resurrected.76 Tattooed women became more common than ever 
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but female artists were still lacking. During the ‘70s many women broke into the 

field and brought new ideas and techniques with them.76 At that time the only 

images available for women were hearts, flowers, and butterflies. Uggh, I groan 

as I read this last bit. That stupid butterfly again. Women artists brought a wider 

range of choices for women and began incorporating aspects of fine arts into the 

industry. While many women were breaking into the field, they were still met with 

an uphill battle. They all had to have connections, usually a man, to break into 

the industry. Thank goodness for creativity and innovation otherwise Michelle’s 

prediction might have been right and I would have had a butterfly. Unlike the 

early female artists it was not usually their husband or boyfriend and these 

modern women had the goal of making a name for themselves and not just 

assisting.  

 As the number of female artists began to grow through the ‘80s, the 

women of the ‘70s became role models and icons.76 During the ‘80s tattooing 

became an avenue of transformation and relief for an age of people afflicted with 

anxieties about the body.76 Now this I can relate to. I don’t think anyone in the 

world can say they have never had a single thought about changing something 

about their body. I know I certainly have had them, several in fact. Thank you 

junior high classmates for most of those. Cosmetic surgery was also on the rise 

at this time and two distinct camps were created. “..there were the conformists, 

who wanted to blend in, for whom surgery was an admission of inadequacy, and 
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the resisters, who wanted to stand out, whose tattoos were emblems of self-

validation”.76 

 Tattooing had become a symbolic gradation of meaning and had assumed 

both ritual and therapeutic significance for many women. It has become a means 

of commemorating events and expressing personal growth for women in a very 

private and intimate way while letting the public view the transformation.  

As I close the book and set it down on the coffee table in front of me, I see 

my own foot through the glass of the table. So many women struggled through 

time for me to get that tattoo. I say a silent thank you to them. While my form of 

expression might not be fully accepted in the world, it is more accepted now than 

in the days of the tattooed circus lady, and it is them I have to thank for opening 

up this world of possibilities to me. 

“But to become a freak one needs a strong character and unusual 
determination.”5

                                                 
5 George Burchett 

 
 

All those women suffered the ridicule of being a tattooed “freak.” They 

were determined through their own desires and convictions to stand their ground 

for what they wanted and believed. Their strength paved the road toward more 

acceptances for tattooed women today. 
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“Welcome to my life, tattoo 

We’ve a long time together, me and you 

I expect I’ll regret you 

But the skin graft man won’t get you 

You’ll be there when I die 

Tattoo” 121 
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CHAPTER III 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Tattooing and Scholarship 

“Ink to paper is thoughtful 
Ink to flesh, hard-core, 

If Shakespeare were a tattooist 
We’d appreciate body art more.”6

 Much like many things I do, there is a method to my madness and 

together we shall create order in the chaotic piles of articles that surround me on 

 
 

Being a graduate student, it is often necessary for me to read copious 

amounts of academic literature from scholastic journals and text books. While 

most of my peers won’t admit to this, I will. Often when I attempt to read these 

necessary writings I hear the voice of the teacher in Peanuts cartoons—wah, 

wah, wah, blah, yadda yadda, wah. Not to say that academic writing is bad or to 

put it down in anyway, it takes great minds to write what we read to further our 

education, 9 times out of 10 I don’t understand it. I can read much of it several 

times when my self diagnosed ADD kicks in and it all jumbles into a mad mosh 

pit of big words and even bigger ideas. 

 That being said, maybe you can understand why this section of my 

thesis is so difficult for me to complete. Add on top of wading through the 

literature my desire to not lose any readers to boredom and I have quite the 

daunting task ahead of me, n’est-ce pas?    

                                                 
 
6 Carrie Latet 
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my self made Thesis Island in the sea of living room carpet. (Which still needs 

vacuuming by the way)  

 Let’s begin with the tottering Seussical tower of papers to my left of 

tattoo literature. “The tattoo is a form of non-verbal communication.”102 That’s a 

bit of an understatement of the obvious, but it is a good place to start. Tattoos 

offer a means of communication not just about who we are, but who we want 

others to see us as. Bell uses his article to explore that tattoos are an act of 

symbolic creativity and they are key in identity formation.11  They signify the 

perception the wearer wants others to have of them as well as their different 

group affiliations or separation from the norms of society. 

 I agree with Bell’s finding that tattoos are a key in identity formation. 

After all, if my tattoo experiences had not impacted my life in some way and 

changed how I viewed myself and wanted others to see me than I wouldn’t be 

writing this paper now. Bell’s comment on perception prompts me to dig through 

the pile behind me. Ah, found it!  

“Some utterances may be entirely self-expressive; they are made holding 
in the forefront of the mind the impact they will have on other people they seek to 
impress one’s ideas upon the minds of the audience. They are the product of 
strategic choices about how the speaker wants auditors to respond”62 

 
No I am not having an ADD moment, this rhetorical excerpt is applicable. 

Tattoos are often used to create a reaction in the viewer by the tattooed. 

Brouwer discusses the phenomenon of self-stigmatization of HIV/AIDS 

victims through their body art as a communicative and performative strategy.18 

Carriers of the virus showed their body art in a widely distributed magazine for 



Texas Tech University, Audra Ellis, May 2009 
 

50 

those infected or impacted by HIV, POZ, as a political statement of their 

condition. Brouwer explains that visibility politics or the practice of being seen 

and heard are beneficial and crucial for the individuals or group.18 By overtly 

displaying their disease status, the tattooed individuals are making a statement 

regarding the necessity of creating a voice for themselves and making others 

aware that HIV/AIDS is an issue that needs to be seen in everyday life. Their 

tattoos also make the statement that they are infected but still function as a 

normal human being like others that are not infected making them no different.   

 Armstrong et. al. provide insight (and me a transition to the next topic, great 

how that works right?) into why college students desire a (or another) tattoo and 

medical implications with the procedure.4 The sample of 520 participants agreed 

that they have gotten or would get another tattoo because they wanted to and for 

the purpose of expressing themselves to feel unique.  

“Both groups agreed that they did not believe the major (risks) of hepatitis and 
allergies with tattoos were a problem and didn’t seem to make the association of 
bleeding that accompanies a tattoo procedure with the threat of blood borne 
diseases such as hepatitis”.4 
 
The purpose of this article was to find deficiencies in medical education and side 

effects associated with tattooing in order to provide more information to 

adolescents when making the decision to be tattooed. 

 I think showing the pictures I glimpsed on the next article in the stack 

however would be dissuading and a very valuable visual argument. Certainly 

would have made me pause and second guess my decisions. I will just say 

ewww and leave it at that. Khalatbari et. al. discuss the medical problems of a 
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patient infected with chronic hepatitis C (HCV).68 “HCV is spread predominately 

by the parenteral route. At highest risk are intravenous drug users and those with 

multiple parenteral exposures to body fluids (e.g. blood transfusion). …Other 

potential sources of HCV are needle stick accidents...”68 While this article 

explains that the male patient’s medical problems were caused by drug use, his 

body art of cannabis leaves gave the medical staff a clue to his drug habits. 

While this may seem a negative perspective on tattooing from health risks and 

design choice there is a silver lining. The man’s tattoo was a symbol of who he 

was and created a visual representation of his life. While his choices may seem 

questionable, his choice of design for a tattoo embodies what I feel is important 

when choosing a tattoo, make it meaningful to you. 

 Reading through the next article I can’t help myself and I laugh out loud. 

While I agree with the quote Gard uses by W. Axl Rose “think before you ink”.48 

The overt scare tactics used for reasons not to get a tattoo make me giggle. 

“Both piercing and tattooing increase a persons risk of contracting hepatitis B, 

AIDS, and tetanus from unsterile equipment. Before getting a pierce or a tattoo, 

make sure you have a vaccination for hepatitis B”.48 While all of these are very 

valid concerns when making the decision to get a tattoo, I think there are better 

approaches to getting the information out to the public than trying to scare the life 

out of them. “50 percent of Americans with tattoos would like to have them 

removed.”74  The stated reasons for tattoo removal “to improve self-esteem, 

…[and] look good at a job interview”,48 while for some may be reasons to pursue 
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laser treatment, other studies have shown these are not as big of a concern.  

 “Body alterations could even cause a person to have higher self-esteem 

than what they had before, all because now they can feel better about who they 

are, their place in the world, and who they have become”.122 Twyman did not find 

a significant correlation in her study between people with a lower self-esteem and 

more body alterations than a person with a higher level of self-esteem.122  Kim 

supports that the inner needs of the individual affect the selection of the image 

for tattooing however, 44.2 percent of the participants in this study were unable 

to recall the motives behind receiving tattoos.69 This may be due in part to the 

cultural backgrounds of the tattooed Korean military men who comprised the 

studied group for this research. 

 As I place the article in the “read” pile I sigh, gotta love samples of 

convenience. That cultural background angle has some serious research 

possibilities though. Before I start pondering other research areas I dig through 

my pile for the articles on tattoos in the workplace that I know are in the mountain 

somewhere. 

 Pechman sites several lawsuits in which tattooed individuals were not met 

with positive court case decisions. 84  However, many of these claims could be 

rectified if the individuals bringing the suit against their employers had addressed 

the issues differently, rather than directly pursuing their right to display their body 

art. Several of the individuals were given the option of covering their tattoos while 

at work and not incurring any negative consequences. To me this seems like a 
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fair agreement but I do understand, in some respects, the employees’ feelings of 

being discriminated against. I will say though, that is one issue, visibility, that is 

always stressed when getting a tattoo. No matter how mainstream the art of 

tattooing has become, that doesn’t mean it is as widely accepted as one might 

believe. 

 Pechman concludes that body art is voluntary and employers may choose 

to exclude it from the work place and it is not often that a protected right of an 

employee is linked with body art in such a way that constitutes legal interest or 

protection.84 

 In the other article I resurrected from the pile, despite many obvious 

workplace discrimination cases from the previous reading, Armstrong found that 

almost 50 percent of all tattoos are done on women many of whom are career-

oriented or professional women.3 While tattoo meanings continue to be 

misunderstood and stereo-typing occurs despite occupation, the career-woman’s 

perspective creates implications for health care professionals and a larger role 

for nursing in educating tattoo artists about health risks becomes necessary. 

 My attention fading, I think I should leave my island and do a little surfing. 

After checking every possible thing I can think of to procrastinate, I head to one 

of my frequently visited tattoo websites.  

 Pat Fish’s stories on here are amusing as well as informative. Now this is 

interesting. Fish states that, “They [individuals] are choosing to exploit their 

abnormality potential, and externalize some clue to their internal aesthetics. 
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Beautiful images reveal a kinship with one set of sensibilities, while evil ones may 

give fair warning of the unseen that lurks beneath the surface.” 43 

 I like that. Abnormality potential. I guess that’s akin to a person’s weirdo 

factor. But I do like how she explains the use of tattoos to externalize, internal 

feelings, ideas and emotions. 

 Dr. Hughes’ words ring in my brain, “Don’t rely on popular publications too 

heavily.” I sigh and wade back through the paper swamp to my island. As I am 

sitting back down I realize something. I sigh a lot when dealing with my thesis. 

Maybe my little thesis island is like survivor island-only the strong survive. I sigh 

again and continue to climb Mount Tattoo Literature. 

 “Tattoos have a philosophical meaning for those who bear them.”29 Well I 

should hope so, otherwise it is just one of those drunk on spring break moments 

or a “because it was pretty” argument. Before my soap box appears underneath 

my feet, I should keep going. Each design is chosen by the wearer to symbolize 

a significant time in the person’s life, remember a family member, or express 

something about themselves that an observer might not see. While many tattoos 

carry the same design or symbol, and many people have the same design on 

their body, each one is unique in its own right due to the meaning it holds for the 

wearer. Hewer states that “the act of getting tattooed is cultural and highly 

ritualized; it is a rite of passage into a culturally inclusive group….What meanings 

tattoos supply or project are entirely culturally dependent.”60 It is this connotative 

meaning of the artwork that makes the tattoo have meaning only to the wearer 
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and it is the culture of the wearer that helps to create this meaning. One who 

sees the design may create their own ideas as to the meaning of the body art but 

the intrinsic meaning is held by the wearer alone and can only be understood by 

the seer if a vocal conversation ensues. 

 Time out. The wah, wah, wah sensation is setting in. After rereading this 

article I can sum it up in one word. Communication. In order to truly understand 

the meaning of a tattoo a conversation must ensue with the wearer about why, 

what, and about their artwork. That makes sense, from my experience people 

assume a lot from seeing my ballet shoes not fully understanding their 

significance. Like my mama always said never assume it only makes an ass out 

of you and me.  Pressing on through the mountain…. 

  Spry describes her own tattoo in her article as a symbol of the ambiguity 

of her feelings and how she feels she must act in certain settings with particular 

people.111 While an observer may not see anything deeper in Spry’s body art of a 

“Celtic symbol for the Tree of Life” and “Inside the body of the tree are two 

women dancing” as anything more than that, Spry describes the women as 

dancing, or kicking or falling.111 This example only furthers the idea that tattoos 

are meant to express an idea about the wearer to the seer, but is essentially 

more significant as a connotative symbol of their inner self to the tattooed person. 

This I can relate to, the more you know about the tattoo the stronger it becomes. 

I also see my tattoos in many lights and emotions, but that comes later. Tattoos 

are “Exoticized appropriations of imagery and meaning” that can convey and hold 
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many different messages.15 Miller suggests that individuals get body art for 

several reasons. The two most prominent are a recognition of our physical 

bodies, “celebrating our corporeal selves with marks that are aesthetically 

pleasing.”, and to “make a statement of asserting control over your own physical 

being.”77 Tattoos are an expression of the wearer’s personality, a signature of 

their unique and individual souls. I let my mind wander a bit and think back to 

showing my mama my tattooed foot for the first time. She wasn’t convinced that I 

was a unique and individual soul rather than stupid, but it’s grown to silent 

acceptance at least. There is more of this mountain to climb and I continue 

digging through my pile. 

 Tattooing research is often found in the academic areas of sociology, 

psychology, marketing practices and theory, and anthropology.125 Tattoos are 

looked at as means of communication, rites of passage, mutilation, and 

collections of art. Tattooed people are separated into men, women, enthusiasts, 

mainstream, collectors and misfits. This concept is a little big to wrap my head 

around. On the surface it’s basic organization and classification. THAT I 

understand, seriously I should buy stock in Rubbermaid for all the plastic bins I 

buy. However, when it comes to putting myself in one of these “ink cartons” 

where do I fall?, where do I want to fall?, was there a niche I was hoping for? 

Makes me think of the Harry Potter movies and the sorting hat that places each 

person in the dorm or house they best match with. My big question is who is the 

researcher or researchers that have become the “sorting hat” of tattooed people 
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and are the people happy with where they were compartmentalized? Before I let 

my train of thought trap me in a completely different research project, I put a 

stack of papers on the track and keep reading. (even though the questions still 

nag at the back of my mind.) 

  Reasons individuals get tattoos, have them removed, medical issues, 

social ostracization, and group acceptance are all studied and tumbled together 

in the expansive literature on this area of popular culture. 

 Through participant observation, Atkinson explored tattoos as a means of 

removing the grounded academic understanding of tattoos as pathological self-

injury and tattoo enthusiasts as social misfits.5 Atkinson spent three years 

spending time with and interviewing tattoo artists and their clients in Canada.5 

Data collected in this study “suggest that tattooing is routinely undertaken as: i) a 

rational form of identity expression; and ii) a conservative gesture of conformity to 

dominant norms of self-restraint”.5 From Atkinson’s time spent with “the tattooed” 

he urges academics to let go of their preconceived notions and learn to 

appreciate “alternative” lessons that can be found in tattooing. Through 

conversation with tattooed people, Atkinson found that tattooing is a way for 

people to express themselves through body work and stand out from the 

established cultural norms. It also offers a means of communication that 

encompasses many layers and subjects in one design. 

 As I lay the article in the read pile, which to my immense pleasure grows 

larger, I wonder if Atkinson has a tattoo or three and is using his research to 
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shout out his own ideals about the perceptions of tattooed people as opposed to 

the established stereotypes. Even if Atkinson is ink free, I find an appreciation for 

the effort because we are not all (as the t-shirt says) “rude, crude and tattooed.” 

However, I doubt anyone could spend that much time in a tattoo shop and not 

give in to the temptation. I couldn’t. But then again I have a predefined 

predilection. It does begin the thought though, where does the line get drawn 

separating a predilection from an obsession? 

 The decision to get a tattoo varies for each person, media influence, self-

expression, rebellion; but the process to becoming a collector is the same for all 

enthusiasts.89 Vail discusses how collectors learn “about aesthetics appropriate 

for their body suits, what motifs appropriately and accurately convey their ideas, 

iconographies appropriate for those motifs, and how to choose artists to 

complete their collections”.125 The decision to be a collector evolves as the 

collection grows. The tattooed person comes to think of themselves as someone 

who is tattooed rather than an individual that has tattoos. A collector sees their 

body art as a representation of their actions, beliefs, fears, and hopes and a way 

of making their memories physical. 

 As I read this last bit, the song on my computer playlist catches my 

attention.  

“I met a girl who kept tattoos 
For homes that she has loved 
If I were her I’d paint my body 

Til all my skin was gone”75 
 
A collection of memories. I can see that in my fledgling collection. Some good, 
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some bittersweet but all there so I never forget. I don’t know that I could ever get 

a body suit or anything close. As beautiful and magical as they are on others, I 

don’t think it would have the same effect on me. Who knows though, maybe I 

haven’t had that metaphysical experience that comes with that decision. 

 The transformative experience of becoming a collector is physical, 

psychological, and subcultural. “The images one chooses and the ways one 

combines them say a lot, not only about the person who has chosen them, but 

also about who has influenced these choices”.125 While meaning is up to the 

tattooed to reveal, the style and design choice give the viewer a look into the 

persons themselves based on the choices they make when picking their body art. 

“Not only has the body come to stand as a primary symbol of identity, but it is a 

symbol with an unlimited capacity for alteration and modification.”51 People 

essentially become a canvas of their own lives and inner spirits. That thought 

gives me the warm fuzzies, hoping that even though things may be forgotten, a 

tattoo is always remembered and keeps that little bit of the individual alive. Many 

people don’t understand this concept and still perceive tattoos as a less than 

desirable attribute, but a point that makes me smile is this: Despite the possibility 

of being seen in a poor light, some people continue to be tattooed. 

 Collectors are not alone in the social misunderstanding of their decision to 

get a tattoo; individuals with even one piece of body art are subject o negative 

social attitudes. Degelman and Price feel it is important to “identify the nature of 

the relationship between tattoos and attitudes...negative attitudes may often be 
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accompanied by negative overt behavior.”31 This is supported in the results of 

Stuppy, Armstrong and Casals-Ariet who studied attitudes of health care  

providers and students toward tattooed people.114 The researchers found that 

while students rated tattooed people more favorably than health care 

professionals, attitudes toward adolescents with tattoos were less positive than 

attitudes toward adult groups. This study suggests that tattooed people, 

particularly adolescents, were likely to be at risk of being negatively perceived 

when seeking health care. “Female respondents viewed tattooed people 

somewhat less favourably. This was especially evident in their ratings of tattooed 

professional women...All of the women in this sample were professionals or 

students in professional schools and the majority had chosen not to be 

tattooed.”114 This negative female response to women’s tattoos can be linked to 

the belief that tattoos aren’t feminine or the old standard that only women of ill 

repute are tattooed. 

 I am slightly disgusted by this and throw the article onto the pile of read 

material rather than placing it down like a normal person. Not because I am a 

tattooed female, not because I have been the victim of “negative female 

response” to my tattoos on occasion, but by the simple fact that its women 

judging women. I have never understood why we are so harsh to each other, 

human nature I suppose. As I ponder this thought the next article in the pile 

catches my eye. Humm, maybe this will explain why people assume so much 

about my reputation sometimes. 
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 Neville believes that while many women see being tattooed as a means of 

empowerment, the negative social reception is due partially because it “draws 

attention to body boundaries that play an important role in gender formation...By 

denying this representation, these media exclude elements which are 

uncomfortable for us because they question the dominant norms of femininity.”81 

Neville studied popular tattoo magazines and found a large absence of photos of 

women in the process of getting tattoos. The magazines studied are targeted at 

both male and female readers. The absence of female tattoos in process may be 

due to the perceived eroticism of the process and could be seen as re-inscribing 

traditional conceptions of sexuality. The representation of male and female 

models inside the magazines are also drastically different. Female models fit 

standardized Western ideas of beauty as far as age, size, and facial features, 

however they are not necessarily idealized popular conceptions of beauty. Males 

featured in the magazine encompass a large range of ages, sizes, shapes and 

forms. The photographs of males feature one of three poses. Their arms clasped 

behind their backs, hands on hips or arms crossed over their chests all with them 

not smiling and flexing their muscles. The female photos however focused more 

on erotic areas such as breasts, hips, stomachs, and pelvic bones.81 

 Women who chose tattoos as a form of empowerment are even still 

viewed in a traditional submissive sense in the publications of this male 

dominated culture. This is possibly due to tattoos and tattooing being considered 

primarily a man’s activity and considered a gender role violation for women.57 
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 I have to snort a laugh at this. While it makes complete sense that 

tattooed women are ridiculed in some respects because it is a violation of 

thousands of years of learned behavior on what femininity is, I laugh at the photo 

descriptions. While many women have tattoos any number of places on their 

body the majority in my experience have their tattoos in “erotic areas” for 

whatever purposes. Same goes for the male poses. Personally I like to think it is 

because men get theirs as a mark of masculinity and like to show them off with 

bravado while women get tattooed in more private places because it is a more 

personal action and doesn’t have to be displayed like a badge of honor, even if 

only subconsciously. As thoughts from previous articles enter my mind, I begin to 

theorize that maybe women get tattooed in those areas of their body that are 

traditionally covered and considered private as a backhanded conformation to 

the traditional ideas of femininity. Sort of like a: yes I am rebellious but I will not 

put it out front and center on display. I will hide behind my demure femininity 

mask, but when I show someone my tattoo, since it is hidden under normal 

circumstances I am exposing more of my non-traditional femininity. Wow, who 

knew I could be so philosophical. 

 However, there is hope for removing tradition and equalizing men and 

women who choose to have tattoos. The act of women getting tattoos “have ‘real 

world’ ramifications to the extent that they defy conventional standards of 

feminine beauty and force the recognition of new, largely self-certified ones.”76 

While to the outside world tattooing may seem confining by removing oneself 
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from mainstream society rather than empowerment however the opposite is true, 

tattoos act as a filter and only those who can accept or deal with the images 

approach the individual. As I continue reading through my mountain, I sadly 

discover how unoriginal my big philosophical moment was. 

 Braunberger states that “whatever women have wanted to demonstrate 

with their tattoos–a rejection of those supporting roles, perhaps, or an embrace of 

the heroics those roles require–their tattoos have been always already culturally 

remarked to hold them at stable symbolic borders.”17 The history of tattooed 

women as freaks provides a boundary for women with tattoos today. It offers a 

stigmatization that is a conscious choice that is a refusal to submit to cultural 

norms of beauty and ideal perceptions of a feminine body. 

 When a woman’s “tattoo generates a personal narrative it becomes a 

means of autobiographical disclosure much like a private diary or an intimate 

letter to a friend. This contextualizing accommodates women’s specificity 

because it destabilizes the relationship between gender and identity.”36  

 The narrative that can develop from a tattoo empowers women to talk 

about themselves and their experiences. Through this channel of communication, 

women are able to separate gender assumptions and their identity creating an 

ability to play with the boys in their world, rise above traditional assumptions, and 

let their voice be heard. This ability is “intimately tied to women’s relationships to 

themselves and to the world they inhabit.”67   

 I really like this point and completely agree with it. Women have a hard 
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time on occasion with the many assumptions, stereotypes and glass ceilings 

around them. Tattoos give them an outlet to express themselves and how they 

view their place in their world. How does that saying go? You have to be smarter, 

stronger and more resilient as a woman in a man’s world? I will have to look that 

up later. With my brain already in gear for women, tattoos and the role this all 

plays together; I switch reading piles to the feminist studies of tattoos. 

Feminism and Tattoos 

“A tattoo is a true poetic creation, and is always more than meets the eye. As a 
tattoo is grounded on living skin, so its essence emotes a poignancy unique to 

the mortal human condition.”7

 Riley studied women’s understanding of their tattoos. She found that 

meaning was constructed through two alternative accounts, “First, that body art 

valued subjectivity (brave, independent, different). Second, that the current 

 
 

 Feminist studies of tattoos have a broad base in literature. However, this 

is done mostly through gender studies and women’s perceptions of their body 

art. Tattoos and the act of tattooing should be explored more through a 

communication lens as it is a communicative act. Autoethnography is a way to 

bring the communication aspect to the foreground.  

 This in part is why I chose to write this thesis and in the way I am. I want 

to expand on the knowledge that is already out there, add my own two cents in, 

and create a deeper understanding on the personal level. This all begins with 

how we perceive ourselves and what is ours. 

                                                 
7 V. Vale & A. Juno 
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popularity in body art endangers the vertical representation of the first account 

making body art meaningless.”92 Through the recent rise in popularity of 

tattooing, the subjectivity and deeper meaning of tattoos becomes lost when 

individuals get images because they think they are cute or cool, rather than for a 

specific personal meaning or purpose. Riley further states that this discourse 

denies other young women the space in which to explore alternative 

subjectivities through body art. The lose of meaning due to popularity limits 

young women from exploring body art as a form of self expression because it is 

not popularly used as a reclamation act but more as a means of fitting in or 

following the popular trend. 

 Atkinson studied women’s tattoos as embodied signifiers of gender. He 

found that in most established research on tattoos there is a gap in how and why 

women are now active in the practice of tattooing.6 Atkinson states “authors have 

misguidedly conjoined the entirety of men’s and women’s uses for, and 

interpretations of, tattoos around a core set of principles that were originally 

intended to explicate men’s tattooing practices only.”6 Through analysis it was 

also found that tattoos were not always acquired to oppose the traditional 

masculine ideals. Specifically each tattoo experience, while having 

commonalities, is ultimately unique to the individual. When I talk to friends that 

are tattooed, we all have some similarities in our tattoo stories, but it is the 

unique moments, those that are special to the individual that provide the basis of 

why they got their tattoo and what it means for them. Sighing (once again) I dive 
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deeper into my pile and keep reading. Humm this is interesting. As I reach the 

bottom of the pile I begin to notice a trend. 

 A large selection of feminist studies draws from the work of Foucault, and 

focuses on cultural customs, advertisements, written works and dramatic pieces. 

Many studies also tie to gender, identity formation, and gender 

development.7,10,16,20,49,59,108  These studies look at daily actions, popular culture, 

and media as a means of exploring the feminist principles and how they are 

achieved or suppressed. By also looking at gender issues, they not only focus on 

feminist study but on the formation of gender as a means of how the feminist 

principles are implemented. 

 While each of these areas is a point of interest in the study of women’s 

tattoos, tattoos are not directly addressed through a feminist lens. Without 

directly focusing on tattoos through a feminist lens, much of the personal 

meaning is lost. With the focus being on cultural customs or identity, the 

individual aspects of tattoos are not addressed but are grouped together making 

an individual act less individual. The personal meaning is a large part of the 

essence of getting tattooed. The individual act must be taken for that, an 

individual even or experience. Just like the person must be separated from the 

stereotype groups. 

 Autoethnography also helps to separate the individual from the group by 

creating a method of study in which the individual voice is able to speak through 

the narrative instead of being silenced by the rigidity of traditional research. This 
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not only allows the individual to tell their story and the deeper meanings of the 

tattoo to surface, it creates an argument that is directly related to the specifics of 

the action and the image, which as an act of self reclamation is important, rather 

than the overarching reasons that individuals chose to be tattooed and how 

others view this act.   
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CHAPTER IV 

THEORETICAL UNDERPINNINGS  

Feminism 

“Remember, Ginger Rogers did everything Fred Astaire did, but she did it 
backwards and in high heels.”8

 “The dominant traditional Western view maintains that the body is linked to 

women and nature, while the mind is linked to men and reason.”16 This Western 

view is partly maintained through active biological and social control of women’s 

bodies. Feminist scholars argue that going against these views can be used to 

reestablish gender codes and challenge the gender order.  That has a huge 

impact on how women with tattoos are viewed. The social control over women 

that made/makes it taboo for them to get tattoos now holds some weight in my 

mind. Was it bravery, insanity or something bigger and deeper that put the desire 

into women of the past to become a “freak” and get a full body tattoo or even to 

find the courage to become an apprentice and break into the industry 

themselves? The true essence of feminism is very far from the stereotype. I think 

it goes back to the quote from Boyd, and trying to reestablish the gender codes. 

Collins addresses this need to break free from repressive discourse by stating 

“Feminist ideology has failed to recognize how completely it identifies with 

patriarchal values. Consequently our efforts have been misdirected, channeled 

toward beating men at their own game, advocating that woman emulate male 

 
 

                                                 
8 Faith Whittlesey 
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behavior in order to achieve success.”25 

 Instead of completely disowning the feminine role to take on a more 

masculine one, as feminists we should be embracing the feminine mystique and 

using it to reform gender roles rather than trying to become identical to our male 

counterparts. But I am getting ahead of myself. I feel it prudent to start at the 

beginnings of feminism and work toward my point. 

  First Wave 

 Feminism first appeared on America’s radar in the form of the suffragists 
of the early 20th century.71 

“We’re clearly soldiers in petticoats, 
And dauntless crusaders for woman’s votes, 

Though we adore men individually 
We agree that as a group they’re rather stupid! 

 
Cast off the shackles of yesterday! 
Shoulder to shoulder into the fray! 

Our daughters’ daughters will adore us 
And they’ll sing in grateful chorus 

‘Well done, Sister Suffragette!’ 
 

From Kensington to Billingsgate 
One hears the restless cries! 
From ev’ry corner of the land: 

‘Womankind arise!’ 
Political equality and equal rights with men! 

Take heart! For Missus Pankhurst has been clapped in irons again! 
 

No more meek and mild subservient we are! 
We’re fighting for our rights, militantly! 

Never you fear! 
 

So cast off the shackles of yesterday! 
Shoulder to shoulder into the fray! 

Our daughters’ daughters will adore us 
And they’ll sing in grateful chorus 

‘Well done! Well done! 
Well done Sister Suffragette!’”107 

 

I don’t know what is worse. The fact that I have known that song since I was little 
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and it’s always been one of my favorites from Mary Poppins, that the song was 

prompted from a single word in my readings, or that I attempted to procrastinate 

more by pretending to be Mrs. Banks in my living room. 

 I have to giggle as I sigh and sit back down to my reading, what does it 

say about me as a child that I picked that song to focus on in the movie? Well I 

know one thing it does say, my mom supported freethinking and being whoever 

you wanted to be. (Including a chicken trying to hatch eggs from the carton in 

front of the heater in the living room but that’s another story) I smile as I turn back 

to work. 

 During World War I women were forced to take on the more traditional male 

roles when the men went off to war. This led to women reconsidering the view of 

what they were capable of doing. Suffragists fought for the right for women to 

vote and were rewarded in 1920 with the 19th amendment granting this right. First 

wave feminists focused on gaining formal rights in political and economical 

areas. 

 You have to start somewhere I suppose, and what better place to start 

than with a little R-E-S-P-E-C-T from the world at large. I can’t imagine how hard 

it must have been to begin on that long road. Such courage. Going against every 

established norm since the dawn of man and fighting for what you believe in. Not 

to mention winning! That right there should say something about the tenacity and 

perseverance of the female spirit. And yet the battle ranges on…. 
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 Second Wave 

 In the ‘60s and ‘70s feminism developed in its second wave.80 Second 

wave feminists fought for equal rights with men. Three forms emerged during this 

wave: liberal, radical and cultural feminisms.50 Liberal feminism called for women 

to realize their potential intellectually and creatively as well as to get out in the 

workforce. It “predicated on reform, not revolution, it dismissed women of color 

and lower socioeconomic backgrounds, alienated lesbians, and focused primarily 

on advances in the workplace.”80 Liberal feminism focused on certain women and 

failed to meet the needs of a broad base of women creating a division between 

women as a whole. Radical feminism is a branch of feminist that views women’s 

oppression (or patriarchy) as the basic evil upon which society is arranged. It 

seeks to challenge this arrangement by broadly rejecting standard gender roles 

and male oppression. 

 I don’t know that I would label patriarchy as evil, and radical is a bit of a 

daunting label. I do agree however that standard gender roles and male 

oppression need an overhaul. 

 Radical feminism differs from other feminist branches in that it does not only 

identify the need to break out of limiting traditional roles, radical feminism 

emphasizes that the structures are hierarchical, oppressive, and need to be 

dismantled.45 Cultural feminism celebrates the fundamental, biological 

differences between men and women. Western society values male oriented 

ideas of hierarchy, domination, competition, and independence. Cultural 
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feminists believe that female values such as cooperation, sharing, trust, and 

relationships aren’t valued in contemporary western societies. Cultural feminism 

focuses on influencing society through individual change. All fractions of 

feminism held the common goal of organizing women “for legal, economic, 

social, and sexual equality.”112  

 Hmm, while I agree that there is a need for equality, I don’t think radical 

feminism is the right niche I am looking for. There has to be something better 

suited to the point I am aiming for. As I dig around in my piles until I find what I 

need, I wonder if maybe the next wave will hold the answers I am looking for. 

 Third Wave 

 Third wave feminists appeared in 1995, and examined differences 

between women including, race, age, and sexuality. Third wave feminists saw 

the starting point of their movement as addressing the intersecting aspects of 

multiplicity, contradiction, and interlocking systems of oppression.44  

“Third-wave feminists are more than willing to accommodate diversity and 
change. They are particularly eager to understand the ways in which 
gender oppression and other kinds of human oppression co-create and 
co-maintain each other. For third-wave feminists difference is the way 
things are. …Moreover, contradiction, including self-contradiction is 
expected and even willingly welcomed by third-wave feminists.”120  

 
The politics of third wave feminism continues the work of earlier waves, but strive 

to include women who have previously been excluded from social movements 

due to race, class, or sexual orientation.55 The tenants of third wave feminism 

focus on personal forms of resistance and struggle.44  “Personal forms of 

resistance and struggle” this is going in the right direction I think. Just like 
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everyone gets tattoos for personal reasons, maybe the personal nature of Third 

Wave feminism goals will impact my argument in the way I want. 

 This group of feminists, also called Postmodern feminists, feel that 

pervious waves “generalize about middle-class white women, ignoring 

differences among women that result from race, class, and sexual orientation.”45 

By questioning these categories they create an opening in feminism in which 

men can more readily participate. Hum, there has to be something more specific 

in here somewhere…B-I-N-G-O!  

 Southern Feminism 

 Despite the large number of women who joined this third wave in the 

feminist movement and were successful in getting their voices heard, the majority 

of the activism took place in Northern states. Most of the women’s liberation 

groups were located in New York and Boston and most study centers on these 

geographic locations tell of a national history of feminism.112 With the South’s 

deep roots in tradition, gentility, and female submission, feminism was as slow 

moving in the South as a Southerner’s drawl. Humph, there’s nothing wrong with 

a little gentility and making a two-syllable word into an eight syllable word. But I 

guess I can see how Southern traditions would make it a bit more complicated for 

feminism to make its way across the Mason-Dixon Line. 

 The “War of Northern Aggression” forever changed the South. After the 

Civil War the gender roles of the pre-war South could not be restored. Women 

had taken on roles normally held by men during the war and were forever 
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changed.65 Faust states that Southern feminism is “a popular wisdom that 

embraces an ambiguous tradition of seemingly contradictory strength and frailty 

in white southern women.”42  Rose defines southern feminism as “to be genuinely 

white, female, and southern is to be hard working self sacrificing, and supportive 

of white male hegemony. Southern feminism also satisfied the living 

contradictions of a united North and South and loyalty to the lost Confederacy.”94 

Southern feminism fits snuggly in the ideals of third wave feminism in that it 

examines a contradiction of strength and frailty in women, embracing parts of 

patriarchy and making it a useful tool in working toward being independent. What 

other waves might have seen as oppression by men in the South, third wave and 

southern feminism view gentlemanly character as a difference among the 

genders that is acceptable and allows for the preservation of femininity while still 

contributing to the strength and independence of women. Intellect combined with 

femininity embodied the emerging Southern feminists. These women displayed 

femininity and style while at the same time were women of intellect, force and 

independence.22 

 That sounds disturbingly like a description of my great-grandmother. A 

woman who could make a pan of brownies, help her kids with their homework, 

work a full time job, and insult you while making you think it’s a compliment all 

without batting an eye. This may be exactly what I’ve been looking for!  

 The beginnings of Southern feminism could be seen in the time of the 

suffragists, but it wasn’t readily accepted and met with much harsher criticism 
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than the feminism of the North. Feminism has developed more slowly in the 

South due in part to the Southern woman’s desire to hold onto the ideal of the 

southern lady. As a result “Southern feminism has been shaped by women’s 

sense of their own limitations.”64 This is due in part to class. As defined by Rita 

Mae Brown, “Class involves your behavior, your basic assumptions about life. 

Your experience (determined by your class) validates those assumptions, how 

you are taught to behave, what you expect from yourself and from others, your 

concept of the future, how you understand problems, and solve them, how you 

think, feel, and act.”19 This class can be seen in the femininity retained by 

Southern feminists. “Southern women, indeed many southern feminists, have 

never renounced their femininity. Radical feminists are hard to find in the 

South;..they do not generally dispense with their undergarments or go out in 

public without their makeup.”127 The postwar era southern woman’s activities 

molded and changed the ideal notion of womanhood.41 Between the end of the 

Civil War and the dawn of the new century can be described as a reconstruction 

of womanhood in the South.64,94 It wasn’t until the second wave of feminism that 

Southern feminism fully blossomed, took hold, and began to emerge. 

 “But down here, a feminist just might resemble your favorite Southern 

stereotype, so it always helps to look more than once.”30 While most people have 

their own ideas of what a feminist looks like and is, a Southern belle is not one of 

them. However, feminism was able to gain ground in the South through the 

creation and efforts of the Southern Women’s Liberation, or SWL. In order for the 
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SWL to be effective in the South, they had to overcome the strong psychological 

and cultural impediments instilled in the women of the region by the South’s 

history and tradition.112 

 “The first problem SWL experienced resulted from the contradiction 
between feminism and traditional White Southern definitions of 
womanhood. The South, more than other areas of the country, ‘knew’ 
what it meant to be a woman. From Colonial times to the 20th century, 
White Southern women were expected to be passive and dependent and 
to embrace the values of being ‘modest, chaste, godly and 
compassionate’. Feminists, in contrast, asked White women to reevaluate 
their position in Southern society. They were urged to put themselves first, 
not men, which was a significant reordering. To develop feminist identity, 
White women had to redefine their ideas of womanhood that were 
influenced by three intertwined cultural traditions: conservatism, religion, 
and the mythology of the Southern Lady.”112  

  

Trying to change ideas that have been embedded since before the civil war was 

not an easy task. This problem led to a unique regional branch of feminism that 

was mindful of the region’s history and traditions and allowed women to retain 

parts of their southern identities while incorporating newer, more radical 

elements. 

 “Often, there was an effort to show that women could be everything and 

did not have to sacrifice any parts of themselves to reach a new definition.”112 

Southern feminists considered the topics of motherhood, career and beauty 

standards like other feminists throughout the country however “organizations that 

sponsor campaigns to extend women’s civil and political rights are Northern-

based while Southern-based groups are more apt to address poverty, inequality, 

and basic needs.”9 Southern women were able to be active and make aggressive 
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strides toward change while maintaining traditional attributes. They were able to 

make patriarchy work for them and remain a lady at the same time. “We must be 

willing to speak what the patriarchy deems unspeakable. The first step in 

accomplishing this involves distancing ourselves from the value system which 

imposes the silence.”25 Southern Feminists address issues that are important to 

them regardless of the social norm, however they are able to go against Collins 

belief that one must disassociate completely from the patriarchy and use parts of 

the system that work in their favor. The emphasis was “on the psychology of 

female power” and the idea that one “can find self-fulfillment through 

consumption and image-building.”54 Collins argues that this is not possible, that 

one must reject all principles of the repressive discourse and not “attempt to fight 

the system by its own rules and on its own ground.”25 However, Southern 

Feminism goes beyond attempting to work inside the system or create a new 

system, Southern Feminism utilizes the innate female power to lift women to their 

own equal level with men, without completely sacrificing the feminine role that is 

a treasured piece of Southern tradition. 

 South of the Mason-Dixon Line things are different and move at their own 

pace. As Reese Witherspoon’s character in the movie Sweet Home Alabama 

states, “People need a passport to come down here!”78 It’s a culture all its own 

and while women present a demure, dainty, beautiful, submissive, innocent, and 

dependent persona, underneath Southern women are full of grit, strength and 

courage. While feminism is still on a struggling road, the moxy of these women to 
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stay and fight for change shows the true meaning of what it is to be a Southern 

woman.100 “When a little girl is perceived to be getting out of line down here...it’s 

a good bet the nearest adult will turn to her and say admonishingly, ‘Don’t act 

ugly.’”30  Acting out against traditional mores is the epitome of “ugly and “ugly” is 

the foundation of Southern feminism. Southern feminists are perfecting the art of 

acting “ugly” and looking beautiful while doing so.  

 Da, da, da, DA! I have found my holy thesis grail. As I do a happy dance 

and celebrate my own small victory my mind whirls with ideas and the next step I 

need to take on my thesis journey. So many thoughts are in my head that I want 

to continue working on this section, and get them all down on paper but with so 

many thoughts it’s hard to focus. Maybe its time to try something else for awhile 

until my brain settles down in a more organized chaotic jumble.   

Autoethnography 

“Everyone of us is a wonder. Everyone of us has a story.”9

 Autoethnography is writing about personal experiences and their 

relationship to culture. It begins by looking outward at the social and cultural 

implications of personal experiences, and then turning inward exposing a self 

that is affected by cultural interpretations.40 There are three methodological 

approaches to autoethnography: systematic sociological introspection, narrative 

inquiry, and biographical method. I need to pick one of these methodological 

approaches to tackle my thesis, but which one works best? Maybe I’m getting a 

 
 

                                                 
9 Kristin Hunter 
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little ahead of myself. 

 Systematic sociological introspection is an emotional revisiting of 

thoughts, physical feelings, and emotions to create an understanding of an 

experience. Narrative inquiry combines telling one’s story then analyzing the 

experience through a more scientific approach. Analysis can be done on a 

thematic analysis of content and structural analysis of form. The final approach is 

the biographical method. Biographical autoethnography tells the personal 

experiences of the researcher that were going on during the research project.39 

 Well that really answered my questions. I still don’t know which method is 

going to work best form me. Maybe some more research is needed in order to 

figure out my dilemma. 

 There are many approaches to autoethnography and many ways 

researchers can plant themselves in their studies. “To think about culture in a 

certain way is to act in that way.”96 Autoethnography allows a researcher to 

immerse themselves in a culture and become a pivotal part of that culture and 

how the culture is affected by that person and that person is affected by the 

culture. “Autoethnographers utilize a life-course perspective by including 

objective life markers and turning point exercises that help push the individual 

from one developmental stage to the next.”86 

 Okay that makes sense. I need to figure out how I’m going to immerse 

myself in tattoo culture and how it has affected me. Maybe diving into the 

research approaches listed n the next chapter of my book will help. As I set the 
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book on my coffee table and prop my feet on top of the book, I procrastinate a 

little more and let myself get distracted. Why all these water metaphors? I don’t 

even know how to swim. Sighing, I remove my feet from their perch, apparently 

my attempts at reading by osmosis isn’t panning out. On with the next chapter. 

 There are six research approaches to autoethnography: indigenous/native 

ethnography, reflexive/narrative ethnography, ethnographic dialogue, complete 

member researchers, confessional tales, and contingent autoethnography. 

 Indigenous/narrative ethnography is a reflection on social and cultural 

experiences that the writer has observed and participated in. These 

ethnographies are written by researchers who share history, culture, or economic 

status with the subject of their work.39  

 In reflexive/narrative ethnography the researcher assumes a dual role of 

researcher and researched to tell autobiographical stories about a part or 

experience of their life. Researchers of this type use their story in a culture to 

look deeper into interactions. “This approach offers insight into how the 

researcher changed as a result of observing others...”39  

 Either of those could work. I want to tell my stories, share my experiences 

but I don’t think either of these hits exactly on what I want to say. Good thing 

there are four more research approaches to look at. 

 Ethnographic dialogue studies what happens to the researcher along with 

the participants, intertwining the stories. The dialogue and interaction between 

the researcher and the participants focuses on the process of the study and the 
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changes that are made within the people involved from the interactions.39  

 Well that’s not going to work. I am my only participant. Unless…talking to 

myself profusely in this process counts. I’ll have to ask about that one. 

 Complete member research studies settings in which the researcher is 

already a member or they become fully committed. The researcher identifies with 

the group, immerses themselves into the setting, and becomes the study.39  

 Confessional tales involve the researcher, who is the focus of the story, 

telling what happened during the process of completing the research project. 

 Ah ha! A confessional tale, humm. That just might work. What better way 

to make yourself the center of attention than to write about yourself? All joking 

aside, I do like the rawness of this method. The intimacy and personal 

relationship that can be cultivated with the reader is a major bonus.”But telling 

cannot be in isolation from hearings, readings, consuming. When can a story be 

heard, and most especially how is it heard? A voice with no listener is silence.”88  

I like that, what’s the point in trying to get a little personal if you have no one to 

listen? Might as well look at the last method. No sense in leaving a stone 

unturned. 

 Contingent autoethnography begins with the researcher writing about 

others and not studying themselves. In the process of the study the researcher 

discovers a connection to what they are studying and sometimes rewrites their 

own life story as a result of this connection.39  

 Eh, not hitting a note for me that one. Sigh, just more to think about on 
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how and what I want to write. Just what my poor brain needs, more information to 

process and decode. Where’s a Cracker Jack’s decoder ring when you need 

one. Perhaps reading more will help clarify some points and sort this out a bit. 

 Autoethnography is a very personal, non-traditional method of research. 

Personal is good, non-traditional is awesome! Ha, ha. Not a building block to 

defend using autoethnography but great for my personal feelings. Besides, how 

can you write about something non-traditional like tattoos without a non-

traditional method? 

 Scholarly writing is deeply gendered in masculinity due to the dominance 

of a scientific approach to research. These standards for “appropriate topics for 

research, the conduct of the inquiry and the prose style used to represent and 

report it” do not address issues of human emotions.52 That just seals the deal for 

me. I need emotion, some of my stories are all about the emotions they evoke 

and the emotions I had during the experience. Besides, I wouldn’t be a good 

feminist scholar if I used a masculine method. Okay, maybe that doesn’t matter 

at all, evidenced by the stack of articles and books I have to my left on feminism 

written in a traditional research approach, but it makes me feel better. And I just 

said how important emotions are. Yes. Circular arguments always a winner.  

 Autoethnography allows for researchers to place themselves, lives, 

culture, and society under critical scrutiny and the self and own experiences 

become the subject of study.83 This mode of research can then be seen as a 

“subversive discourse that productively challenges and changes the traditional”.26 
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This method of study allows for the turning of the “ethnographic gaze inward on 

the self (auto), while maintaining that outward gaze of ethnography, looking at 

the larger context where self experiences occur.”35  Autoethnography allows the 

research to form by showing through narrative rather than following the traditional 

methodical and systematic form of research.38,90  

 I like the idea of using narrative in my project to tell my stories, just call me 

Scheherazade, but not just my stories, the experience of my journey. Opening 

myself up and exposing things, emotions, and places inside myself most don’t 

see is frightening. Daunting, exciting, cleansing, but mostly frightening. But it’s a 

process, one must overcome their fears by facing them head on, and also it’s 

cleansing for the soul. At least that’s what I keep telling myself when I think about 

the really hard parts. 

 Through not following traditional methods of academic research, 

autoethnography allows researchers to explore themselves and their experiences 

making the research personal, introspective and an outreach to others who can 

identify with the personal message in the research. “It gives a human face to the 

critic and the criticized.”90  Not only does it humanize the research and the 

researcher, it combines the two making the researcher the researched. 

 “In autoethnography, we’re usually writing about epiphanies in our lives 

and in doing so, we open ourselves up for criticism about how we’ve lived.”39  

Smee: “I’ve just had an apostrophe!” 
Hook: “I think you mean an epiphany”73 
 
I giggle as that quote comes to mind. I always have the most random association 
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with phrases, words, sounds, what have you. But at least I make myself laugh. 

Come to think of it, I just had an apostrophe of my own. 

 Despite the vulnerability associated with autoethnography it is growing as 

a method of research. It juxtaposes an emotional, internal analysis against the 

scientific-rigidity of traditional academic research.  I do believe I have solved my 

conundrum. Decision time, for my master opus gigante I am going to use 

reflexive/narrative and confessional tales to tell my story. 

 Through explanation of my experiences i will be able to share how my life 

has changed due to these interactions. I will also be able to explore more in-

depth, through analysis of stories, how Southern feminism ideals are reflected in 

my tattoos and how my decision to be tattooed illustrates Southern Feminism. 

“[A] genuine tattoo…tells a story. I like stories and tattoos, no matter how well 
done, and if they don’t tell a story that involves you emotionally, then they’re just 

there for decoration, then they’re not a valid tattoo. There has to be some 
emotional appeal or they’re not, to my way of thinking, a real tattoo. It tells people 

what you are and what you believe in, so there’s no mistakes.”10

                                                 
10 Leo-a tattooist, 1993, as quoted in DeMello, 2000 
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CHAPTER V 

COMPLETING MY BODY OF WORK 

Narrative Two 

“I’m walkin’ on broken glass from the wreckage of my past, 
I’m locked up in a cage ‘cause I’m a prisoner of my ways.”106 

 
 I drum my fingers on my steering wheel as I silently chastise myself. I am 

breaking one of my own rules and getting a rush from it. As I sit and wait for the 

light to change on my way to get Michelle, I keep yelling at myself. I have already 

tried turning up the radio to make the arguing stop, but you can’t drown out your 

own inner voice. God! This is so stupid! But I want to do this. I need to do this. It’s 

too soon! What about attached memories? I thought we weren’t doing that, ever. 

I know I know, but it has nothing to do with what happened. This is for me. Argh, 

but you will still think about it, about what happened why would you do that? 

Because it’s for me, maybe the memory will be attached maybe it won’t. 

Regardless it’s a good thing. It’s a reminder of who I am and how far I’ve come 

and how far I intend to go. 

 I force myself to stop as Michelle hops in the car for 2 reasons. One, its 

rude to not talk to her and 2 there is no winning an argument with yourself. 

“Hey girl! This is really exciting! I’ve never seen anyone get a tattoo before 
except on TV.” 

 
“Hey you! Yeah it is exciting and nerve wracking and scary and everything 
all rolled into one.” 

 
“Then why don’t you sound more sure about it? Ha, ha” 
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“I am sure about it, no doubts there, I have my perfect design I know 
where I want it, it’s just…” 

 
“Just what?” 

“I worry, but we all know that’s normal. Ha ha, seriously though I just worry 
that it’s partially a knee jerk reaction to the break-up even though I know 
its not.” 

 
“Well girl, you have talked about this design for a long time, and told me all 
the meaning behind it. It represents you not anything else and if it does 
have that memory attached so what? Look at it this way, doing this in this 
situation is kinda like flipping him the bird, so to speak ha ha, saying look 
how strong I am and how much you are missing.” 
 
“Ha, ha good explanation of how I feel about it.” 

 
“And the reason I get this 
the reason I get this way 
I don’t know I don’t know 

 
Come in relax and have a seat 

You look sort of nervous and ashamed 
I know you’ve never seen the fall guy 

Take the dive and wear the scar 
But trophy the pain 

 
And the reason I get this… 
But is it worth the pain.”124 

 
 As I pull the car into the parking space being careful not to get too close to 

the flower bush I silently ask myself one more time if this is the right thing to be 

doing. The slamming of the door on the other side of the car pulls me from my 

thoughts. I breathe out a sigh as I unclick my seatbelt and double check that I 

have everything I need. I slowly turn and set my feet on the pavement and slide 

out of the car. No matter how careful you are. I think to myself as I close the door 

and bat flower bush branches out of my face. Michelle is waiting on the sidewalk 
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with her hands in her pickets hopping from foot to foot. 

“Are you ready? Which way is it?” 

I begin walking toward her and point in the direction of the shop door. I have to 

chuckle to myself as we walk. I think she is more excited about this than I am.  

 As the cool rush of air conditioning hits my skin causing goose bumps and 

my ears recognize the tinkle of the bells on the doors heightened in anticipation. 

The stinging smell of antiseptic, the low hum, cahchick cahchick cahchick, of the 

tattoo gun, the cool air circulating in the building, and the colorful flash covering 

the walls. 

 As my muffled foot falls echo across the tiled floor I search for the man of 

the hour. I glance left, right, left again, and catch a glimpse of the faded black tee 

shirt, long hair, and nonchalance that is Charlie. As I approach the counter and 

say hello, my nerves double 10 fold. What is it that is so indescribable about this 

experience that draws me back? While I don’t understand the need I have to tie 

myself in knots over something like this that isn’t a necessity in life. I do 

understand one thing. The rush of adrenaline, the comfort in the hum of the 

needle, the painful pleasure of the ink being pushed into my skin, and those few 

fleeting moments of almost grasping Nirvana. That one moment of pure ecstasy 

where all is right in the world and the meaning of life flashes like a brilliant 

beacon of light before your eyes. Okay so maybe it isn’t all about that, but the 

feeling is indescribable and like a druggie searching for a fix, I seek the purity of 

that moment. I need that existence.  
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 The excitement and anxiety build to a bubbling frenzy as I sit on the 

padded brown chair. Once again I feel the slight whoosh of air escaping the 

cushion as my weight falls onto the seat. While the nagging thought that I am fat 

pops into mind it is soon replaced by a comforting thought. The whoosh of air, 

the smooth brown plastic leather of the seat, it’s all familiar. Seems like a lifetime 

ago, but familiar nonetheless. As I watch Charlie ready his equipment, test the 

gun with a few quick buzzes, efficiently fill thimble sized plastic cups with ink 

creating a rainbow on the counter top and settle himself into a comfortable 

position on his stool. The fear is gone. The worry has vanished. All I see is the 

beauty of my design. The deep meaning in each line, and the permanent 

reminder to myself of whom I am. 

 Charlie begins the design outline and each touch of the needle each wipe 

of the ink builds toward that perfect moment. OUCH! There goes my perfect 

moment. Lord who knew hitting the bone would make my brain rattle? Why again 

did I pick my hip? Eesh… As the design moves on and Charlie moves away from 

the accursed spot my relaxation comes back some. I wouldn’t exactly call it 

meditation time, but deep thinking does occur. The minutes stretch into hours, 

each minute becoming its own long moment in time. Just when I think he will 

never be finished, Charlie wipes the ink away one last time as I feel the finality in 

the passing of the rough paper towel over my skin. I move to look in the mirror at 

my new piece of art. Once I have soaked in the first moment of visual 

permanence to my satisfaction, Charlie gently applies Vaseline and covers my 
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tattoo with saran wrap and a little Scotch tape for security. The adrenaline begins 

to wear off as he goes over proper care procedures and the low stinging burn 

settles into my left hip. It surprises me that I forgot about this part. But as I take 

one last look at my new tattoo in the mirror before pulling my shirt over my jeans I 

smile to myself. It is completely worth it. 

“I lit my pain on fire 
And I watched it all burn down 
Now I’m dancing in the ashes 

And there’s no one else around 
Cause I wanna be part of something”105 
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Narrative Three 
 

“So much I wanted to show you 
So much I wanted to give 

I thought our time would be much longer 
Listen my best friend”91 

 
 It’s amazing how many thoughts and feelings can flow around and through 

you in a nanosecond. What is even more amazing is how the entire universe is 

able to change, to shift off its axis and you feel your feet slipping, slipping, sliding 

down down and down like you are going to fall off the edge and you grasp 

desperately for something, anything to hold onto for just a moment and make it 

all stop, in that same nanosecond. And at this exact nanosecond? My world is 

being crushed and broken like Pompeii.  

 I didn’t know it was possible to feel such a potent pain. I feel my Dad’s 

arms reach out to me and the soft brush of his starched shirt as he pulls me into 

a hug and I try to hold on for a few more seconds before letting my legs give out. 

Tears fall unabashedly down my face. When I find a small slip of my voice again I 

turn toward my sister who is standing beside us. 

“I’m sorry. I can’t be strong anymore. I quit. This is too much. I am so sorry 
Freddie.” 
 

 Dad holds me tighter and keeps explaining while my sister rubs my back 

murmuring comforting words. I hear what my dad is saying but the words only 

float around in my brain. I cannot piece them together to make sense. Through 

the fog in my head all I can hear are those first 5 words my dad said to me. They 

are screaming through like a train whistle that won’t end. 
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 “There’s nothing we can do.” 

Nothing? Nothing! There has to be something damn it! What about modern 

advancements? We can’t just sit and twiddle our thumbs! We have to fix this. 

 I don’t know how long I have been standing there shattering into a million 

pieces, but I can’t be there any more. I back away from my dad, wipe my face, 

and take a deep breath. I need to see Mama. Dad and I walk down the hall 

talking about what the doctors have told him so far. I hear my sister’s feet rubbing 

across the coarse institutional carpet behind us but can’t bring myself to tell her 

to pick up her feet when she walks. I take a deep breath and push open the door 

as I brace myself for what I am about to face. 

 Well, this isn’t exactly surprising but all in all not what I was expecting. 

Mama greets me with a smile and a quick admonishment, “no tears.” With a 

deadpan laugh I respond, “There’s no crying in baseball.”1 

 I can’t make my feet move very well; my brain has been reduced to 

concentrating on breathing. Eventually with the grace of a newborn baby giraffe I 

make it to the side of the bed. Mindful of the clear IV tube piercing Mama’s hand, 

I learn in to give her a hug. I breathe deeply inhaling her scent. I don’t want to 

forget this smell. PS Design perfume, Pantene shampoo and that unique skin 

smell that only belongs to her. I realize I have been hugging a little too long when 

I feel Mama’s hand rub my hair and pat my back. One more deep breath. In. Out. 

To control my face and center my thoughts so I don’t cry again. 

 “It’s going to be okay Sissy. I promise.” 
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That almost undoes me. Its been so long since she has called me Sissy. That’s 

how I know it’s really bad. Mama wouldn’t pull out the nickname unless she was 

trying to keep the emotional unstable daughter from coming unglued. 

 “So what’s the plan? What are they going to do?”  

I am only half listening as Mama and Dad tag team answer me. The tumor is big. 

It covers too much of the pancreas to remove it and the part it has infected. It has 

also spread out to the other organs. They are going to try chemo and radiation 

and see what that will do but the prognosis does not look pretty. 

 “Well shit.” 

 It’s amazing how extensive my vocabulary gets when I find out my mother, 

and best friend is dying. Two word sentences about defecation. Classy Audra. 

Bet Mama is proud all that education is proving useful. The doctor comes in and 

immediately I am certain I like him. He has a kind face with a gentle smile. I 

watch him talk to Mama and pat her arm before turning to my sister and me. 

 “Do you girls have any questions?” 

With my current lack of vocabulary knowledge and my sister’s bashfulness all we 

manage is to shake our heads no. 

 “Well if you think of anything, please ask. I am here for you guys too.” 

Yes I really like this man. Not only is he good at his job, but he also has 

compassion for everyone. He doesn’t forget about the families. 

 People say that death is hard. That it hurts but it’s easier with a disease or 

condition because you have time to prepare. Not like with a car crash or 
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something. They lie. It is in no way easier to watch a strong woman become 

weak. It is not easy to watch someone you love with all your being, suffer and be 

in pain while you sit there helpless and frustrated.  

 As the cancer wreaks havoc on my Mama’s body and the chemo does 

nothing but make her feel worse the hospital visits become longer and more 

often. While the nurses now know us well and are very sweet they bear the brunt 

of my emotional turmoil of helplessness. You can see it in their eyes every time I 

walk in the direction of the nurse’s station. A little bit of dread mixed in with the 

sympathy. They know I am grasping at straws and that bugging them about ice 

chips is all I know to do not to feel helpless. 

 I have to do something. Too many feelings that I cannot control and don’t 

know what to do with. I hate the fact that no one remembered my birthday. I hate 

the fact that I know Mama will never wear the nightgown I bought her for her 

birthday but I bought it anyway for a sense of normalcy. I really hate that Mama is 

in the hospital on our birthdays and they don’t think she will be going home this 

time. So many things I wish I could change and not a damn thing I can do about 

it. 

 I jingle my keys in my hand as I walk out the door and hear the gentle 

whoosh as they automatically close behind me. I know the way from the door to 

the parking lot like the back of my hand. I have made this trek more times than I 

care to remember and can do it with my eyes closed. I look left, right, left again 

as I cross the street to the parking garage. I sigh as I walk through the shadowed 
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levels to my car. “You don’t have to go home, but you can’t stay here.”126  I really 

don’t want to go home and sit by myself and dwell. I pull out the gate as the 

attendant raises the arm and debate, now what? I turn left and drive. Aimless 

down street after street lost in my thoughts not really paying attention to where I 

am or where I am going. Lost, much like how I feel with life right now. I finally 

snap out of my reverie as I pull into a familiar parking lot. Might as well, my 

subconscious brought me here for a reason. I grab the not so much forgotten 

piece of sketchbook paper and lock the car. I turn the familiar sidewalk corner 

and enter the building. I stand in the doorway blocking traffic for a moment and 

just breathe. 

 Who knew a tattoo parlor could have the same calming effect as a warm 

blanket, a pint of sweet cream ice cream, and a good book? I spy with my little 

eye across the stands of flash a well worn black tee shirt covered with unkempt 

long dark hair. Oh, Charlie who knew I would view your morbid humor and crass 

personality as hope yet unfulfilled. I make my way to the counter next to Charlie 

and slide my drawing across to him. He glances down at it. 

“Where do you want it?” 

“On my right wrist.” 

“$50.00” 

“When?” 

 “Right now?” 

A man of few words. I can dig it. Being a two-time veteran I know the drill. Once 
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again I sit on the brown plastic bench and wait with anticipation as Charlie makes 

the stencil and gets his equipment set up. The nerves begin to bubble up, so I 

start babbling. 

“It’s a feather, not a tribal or anything. I designed it myself. It’s made from 
the initials of my immediate family. Native Americans believed that 
feathers carried their prayers to god, that’s why a feather. We have some 
stuff going on right now and I like the prayer thing and since I have some 
Native American heritage its appropriate.” 

 
I know he isn’t paying attention and I need to shut up, but I can’t make myself 

stop. The nerves on top of being worried about Mama are a potent combination 

that I have no control over. 

 The setup takes longer than the actual tattoo. Just as the adrenaline is 

about to kick in and I get my one-way ticket to pain free, Charlie leans back. 

 “Done, Take a look.” 

It’s amazingly beautiful just as I knew it would be. Does getting this tattoo make 

Mama better? Does it fix anything? No and no. But from this, I get a few seconds 

of peace and a small amount of hope. That is what is important. 

“There's good and evil in each individual fire 
Identifies needs and feeds our desires 

As long as we keep our spirit inspired”28 
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Narrative Four 
 

“Somebody outside looking in 
Well, here I am for all of them to bleed 
But they can’t take my heart from me 

And they can’t bring me to my knees”21 
 

Sitting in traffic is a pain in the...green light finally! As usual my mind runs 

a mile a minute as I am driving. Need to get milk. Did we have homework? 

Wonder what the group is doing this weekend? Need to check on when that new 

book comes out. The ideas running the Indy 500 in my mind come to a 

screeching 20 car pile-up halt with one passing thought. What am I going to do 

for my birthday?? This consumes my thought process and I almost miss my turn. 

I feel like I am in a fog that I can’t push my way out of. I don’t want to make a big 

deal out of it, I am not so keen on being the center of attention, but I need to do 

something other than sit at home. Another thought train explodes onto the tracks, 

what am I going to get myself for my birthday? 

 Cheesy, I know, but ever since I have had the means to do so I have 

splurged a little and gotten myself something I really wanted on my birthday. I 

chide myself remembering my recent trip to St. Louis. I called it my early birthday 

present to myself. Seeing my first major league baseball game played by my 

favorite team from box seats on the third baseline is nothing to dismiss lightly. 

But being the fine communicator that I am, I talk myself into one more birthday 

present, nothing big and fancy, but something meaningful. Because this birthday 

is special. My first birthday alone. For as long as I can remember I have always 

celebrated my birthday with my Mama. I can remember her telling me from the 
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time I was little that I was her birthday present. Her birthday was four days after 

mine. So at the age of 26, I have to make my present not only to me, but 

represent something much bigger. 

 My fingers stop mid drum on the steering wheel. The hairs on the back of 

my neck stand on end. An itch begins to form at the base of my spine. A familiar 

low buzz begins to hum in my head like a whisper from a ghost. It’s too late. The 

seed is planted. No turning back now. 

 What will I choose? There isn’t enough time to think this through properly. 

What am I doing? As I run all the arguments through my head I know it’s futile, 

but I have to at least try. And just as suddenly as the argument began it ceases. 

Silence. It has never stopped amazing me how big of an impact one idea can 

have amidst chaos. A brilliant calm in the storm. An idea that like the gentle hand 

of a mother on a baby can soothe the stormy seas of ones mind and solidify 

itself. The calm in my mental storm was Grace. 

 I fell in love with Grace several years ago. She personifies beauty, grace, 

femininity, and sexuality while still being modest and demure. What attracted me 

most was the fact that while exuding all these qualities, Grace was not your 

typical beauty. She is brunette, not terribly striking but far from plain, and mostly 

she isn’t stick thin. By no means is Grace fat, she is healthy and average sized. 

For someone of this stature to be so confident and self assured was amazing to 

me. I was in awe. Grace finally made one of the many things my Mama always 

told me sink into my thick skull. Love yourself, be comfortable in your own skin, 
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and don’t worry what everyone else thinks. Short version: Be happy with who you 

are because you are beautiful and being yourself is an amazing gift. 

 A few weeks later I am still trying to talk myself out of this impulsive 

decision while looking for the right person. Sitting at my computer, legs crossed 

in the chair, elbow on the desk, chin in hand, (the ultimate thinker pose) I come 

across Miss Lacey. She’s perfect. Her designs are just the right style and her 

ability is exactly what I need to get what I have in mind exactly how I want it. 

 Hands shaking I dial the phone number. This feeling never gets old. The 

excited nervousness. One ring. Two ring. Three ring. Four ring. Deep breath. I 

ask if Lacey is in and am told her hours. I ask if I need an appointment just to talk 

to her and immediately feel stupid, but reasonably justify it to myself as a valid 

question by the fact that everyone is different and you never know what they 

prefer. The man on the phone says no and to just come on in. I hang up the 

phone feeling giddy. I have hit my personal point of no return. If I talk about it, out 

loud, with someone other than my Molly dog, it’s done. It latches into the brain 

like briars on a sweater and there is no turning around. 

 I shrug and grab my keys. It’s just a consultation, what’s the harm in that? 

Personal denial is a beautiful thing sometimes. And I might add one sign of an 

addict. Rolling my eyes at myself, I head toward my destination like a sailor being 

called by the siren’s song. I am not as stupid to my own thought process as I like 

to think I am sometimes. The fever had hit and I was a goner. 

 As I push open the door to the familiar tinkle of bells and sharp intake of 
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breath I always feel, I know. My doubts about my decision flee like thieves in the 

night. It just feels right. Like coming home, a warm blanket, your favorite shoes, it 

is what it is. That feeling that is indescribably perfection without real rhyme or 

reason. You are, and it is, a perfect combination so exquisite I decide to luxuriate 

in it for a moment. Its not often I hit this moment of bliss beforehand. It’s usually 

after the fact. I make my way through the main lobby to the third door on the 

right. There is someone else in there so I politely wait to be noticed so as not to 

interrupt. Lacey notices me quickly and with the smile of 1000 suns says brightly 

to give her a minute and then we can talk. I know in that instant she is the one. 

She is the one with the power and panache to bring Grace to me. 

 Once Lacey is done, I show her what I have in mind and ask her opinion. 

Her eyes light up as she tells me she loves my idea and placement and it would 

be great to return to the roots so to speak. Miraculously she has an availability 

soon and as we schedule I realize it is my birthday. Can’t get any more perfect 

than getting my present on my birthday. 

 As I wait until the “Big Day” I have no more doubts, no more fears, just 

that stupid giddy excited nervousness. As per usual I don’t feel the need to tell 

many people what I intend to do. Audra knows. (no I am not speaking in 3rd 

person; I actually have a friend named Audra, weird I know.) She has agreed to 

come sit with me once she gets off work. She is as big of an aficionado as I am 

so she also knows why this is important to me and that means a lot. 

 Once again, I find myself crossing that hallowed doorway to see Lacey, 
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but this time there will be a little less talk, a lot more action, and I will leave with a 

new page turned in the book of my life. 

 As I lay on the faux leather bench trying to calm the butterflies in my 

stomach I hear that low buzz again but this time it is no longer a whisper in the 

back of my brain, but something real and tangible in my present. 

“Must be your skin that I’m sinking in 
Must be for real 

Cause now I can feel”95 
 

The first shot of adrenaline kicks in as the slow burn begins to course through my 

side. A tantalizing singe licking up and down, back and forth, following the 

pattern, punctuated with each recoil of the needle and insertion of ink. 

 Halfway through, Audra shows up and reminds me of something very 

important. Breathe. Through the conversation between the three of us a portion 

of my attention stays on the pain. Not in a bad way, its part of the process. To 

feel the pain, to feel each prick and release of the needle is a reminder that I am 

alive, that I am part of something greater and that no matter how I express myself 

or what I know, I am beautiful. 

 I have never seen a Biba11

                                                 
11 Biba was an iconic and popular fashion store in the 1960s and 1970s.  

 outfit nor visited the newly reopened boutique 

in London, but I will forever be grateful for their printing pin-up girls on the back of 

a deck of playing cards. If it weren’t for this obscure artwork on the back of a 

playing card, those beautiful pictures would never have been scanned into a 

website featuring old-school pin-ups and I never would have seen Grace. I do not 
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know her real name, or even if she is more than a figment of an artist’s 

imagination, but I do know that I will carry her with me always. 

 By carrying a constant reminder of Grace, I also have a constant reminder 

of myself. Every time I catch a flash of her in the mirror I know that beauty comes 

in many packages and I am one of them. So stop worrying and just be. 

“And this thing they call our time 
Heard a brilliant woman say 
She said you know it’s crazy 

How I want to try to capture mine 
I think I love this woman’s  

Way she shimmers, the way she shines 
The way she radiates 

The way she lives, the way she loves 
The way she never hates”79 

 
I was able to capture the beauty and pride I found so alluring in the Biba 

drawing on my skin in Grace. A gentle nudge to shine in my own light and live in 

love with my own beautiful package. 
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Narrative Five 

“She said I feel stranded 
And I can't tell anymore 

If I'm coming or I'm going 
It's not how I planned it 

I've got a key to the door 
But it just won't open 

 
I'm gonna try anything to just feel better 

Tell me what to do 
You know I can't see through the haze around me 

And I do anything to just feel better 
 

You're the only one who knows me 
And who doesn't ignore 
That my soul is weeping 

 
I'm tired of holding on 

To all the things I ought to leave behind, yeah 
It's really getting old, and 

I think I need a little help this time!”63 
 

 Sometimes life gets in the way of what you planned. Like so many things it 

reminds me of a Woody Allen quote, “If you want to make god laugh, tell him 

about your plans.”  

 But in this situation, it’s not so much my plans that have changed, it’s the 

moments they will be realized that are different. No longer will my Mama be there 

to see my accomplishments and be proud. And that is a big bite to swallow down. 

It’s moments like these where the pain is so much more than an elephant in your 

chest squeezing the life out of you. Its immeasurable, the complete unbearability 

of it all. I want to crawl in a hole and be numb. Feel nothing. When you lose your 

confidant, biggest fan, anchor, and best friend in one instant it’s pretty crippling to 

say the least. And that’s exactly what I did for two weeks. Crawled in a dark cave 
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and hid out. Technically it was the extra bedroom at my Dad’s house but the 

cave description is so much more poetic to my feelings. No phone, no MySpace, 

no interaction unless it was with Dad or Sister (not counting the endless smiles 

and nods to the well meaning blur of people bringing food) I didn’t have the 

energy for anyone else. Quite frankly I forgot how to function. 

“And she wonders where these dreams go 
Cause the world got in her way 

What’s the point ever trying 
Nothings changing anyway”97 

 
But the world keeps on turning and eventually you have to go back to the 

real world. It isn’t an easy process, the pain and loss don’t just disappear, but 

with time they ease. You cry a little less, you laugh a little more, and find a 

balance that works for you. Everyone is different in their grief process and how 

they cope with the adversities that greet them everyday. A year and a half later I 

can still say it’s not easy. Not a day goes by when I don’t think of Mama. I still 

catch myself using present tense when talking about her. I constantly have to 

stop myself when I see, hear, read, or think of something and think, I need to 

remember to tell that to Mama. When things are hard, I still want my Mama and 

her magical hugs that fix everything. 

But this process works for me. Some think the constant reminders and her 

ever present presence in my life can hold me back but I don’t see it that way. It’s 

a constant push to make her proud, to be the person she always knew I could be 

(even when I had my doubts) and that she is not forgotten and always with me. 

That being said, it’s finally time for my next story. 
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“Today I saw my hero fall apart, 
The one who taught me to be strong, 

On the outside I look fine, 
But on the inside I am dying 

My strength is overcome by pain 
My love for you remains the same 

The loneliness is setting in 
I have no one to free my sins 

 
It's never too late to live your life, 

The time is now, it's do or die 
It's never too late to live your life, 

The time is now, it's yours and mine 
 

Now it's my turn to help you out, 
'cause you were there when I was down, 

It's hard for me to see you this way 
Losing all your sanity 

You helped me to keep my dreams alive, 
Without you how will I survive? 

It's time for me to be a man 
Now I finally understand 

 
It's never too late to live your life, 

The time is now, it's do or die 
It's never too late to live your life, 

The time is now, it's yours and mine 
 

I can't run anymore 
I can't hide anymore 
I can't run anymore 
I can't hide anymore 

 
It's never too late to live your life, 

The time is now, it's do or die 
It's never too late to live your life, 

The time is now, it's yours and mine”104 
 

When I was in Junior High, I had my tonsils taken out in the hopes that I 

would eliminate my chronic illness. Strep throat four times a year and tonsillitis 

every month is apparently a bad thing. When I didn’t grow out of it like they had 
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hoped, it was time to go under the knife. In today’s world of modern technological 

marvels, it is a simple surgery and no big deal. Recovery however is hell. 

Constant hydration so the scabs don’t dry out, no solid food for weeks, not being 

able to speak without feeling like you could breathe fire, I didn’t think I was going 

to make it. Add on top of that a hormonal early teen and you have a big cry baby 

on your hands. 

The doctor told me to drink a gallon of water a day on top of any other 

fluids I could manage as long as they weren’t red. For me that wasn’t enough to 

keep my throat from drying out. 

You haven’t seen a look of pure horror from a mother until you start 

throwing up blood and she has to rush you to the doctor. On the way, in my 

croaky non-voice, I pushed her to the edge and made her promise me that I 

wouldn’t have to go to the hospital again. Something inside of me must have 

known. 

After the doctor took a look and pulled out a blood clot that I suspected 

was actually my left lung, he said I needed to go to the hospital for some fluids 

because I was severely dehydrated and that is what caused the problem. 

Looking back I don’t know whether to be proud or mortified and 

embarrassed at my actions. I threw the fit to end all fits. It was so bad the doctor 

quietly crept out of the room telling Mama he would give us a minute. I swear you 

could hear me screaming “You promised! You promised!” three blocks away. 

I could tell from the look on her face my Mama was at a loss. She didn’t 



Texas Tech University, Audra Ellis, May 2009 
 

106 

want to break her promise but knew it was what was best for me. She felt bad 

because I was miserable and there was nothing she could do to make it better. 

Needless to say I went to the hospital. Grumpy and cantankerous the 

whole way. Mama tried to cheer me up with jokes and stories but I wasn’t having 

any of it. I was pissed. However, when I saw her cringe with me when they put 

the IV in the top of my hand I knew I should stop acting like a brat. I apologized 

for my tantrum and making her feel bad. She told me it was okay that she knew I 

just felt bad and didn’t mean it. As the nurse was coming in to change the IV bag, 

Mama slipped out saying she would be right back, she just needed something to 

drink. 

 When she returned, she set a small glass bluebird in my hand. 

“I’m sorry I couldn’t keep my promise, but I love you and want you to 
always be happy. See it’s a bluebird of happiness.” 
 
That began a tradition of giving glass bluebirds in hospitals. I still have 

mine. Through countless moves, it sits on my dresser and I see it everyday. I 

sent Mama’s with her the last time I saw her. I got one more bluebird though, a 

year after the most amazing woman I have ever known left for greater happiness. 

“No need to worry about everything I’ve done 
Live ever second like it was my last one 

You’re still a part of everything I do 
You’re on my heart just like a tattoo.”34 

 
Thursday is an odd day to take off of work, this I know. But I had decided 

2 months ago that was what I wanted. When I asked my boss if it was okay he 

understood so here I am. 
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As I sit backwards in the chair, I tell Lacey the story behind the bluebird 

and why I had to get it on exactly today. Today marks the one year anniversary 

of my Mama’s death. She murmurs her condolences and I proffer my thanks. I 

never really know how to respond to that but thanks always seems to work. 

“Must be the week for doing memorial tattoos, I have been doing a lot of 
them lately.” 
 
“Well that’s just depressing.” 
 
“Ha ha, not really. It’s more happy remembrance of good things. You 
ready?” 
 
I nod my head and take a deep breath. The smell of antiseptic fills my 

nose as the needle begins to pierce my back with color. As usual I try to steady 

my breathing in time with the tattoo gun and the pressure on my skin. I trust 

Lacey and her skills but I still have an irrational fear of breathing funny, moving, 

and causing a slip or something equally bad to happen. 

Lacey and I chit chat for a little while before I fall into my own self 

absorbed world. Tears threaten to spring to life, not because of what is going on 

behind me, but for what is behind me in memory. 

As silent tears begin to slide down my cheeks leaving shimmering rivers I 

let myself gorge on the emotional and physical pain. It’s been awhile. It’s easier 

to block it out, to just keep going and not stop and think. Eventually emotion 

catches up to you even if you don’t want it to. But I did. That’s what today was all 

about. Dealing, coping, grieving, and remembering. Each plunge of the needle is 

another memory remembered. Each swipe of the cloth is a cleansing not only of 
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the ink but of my soul. With one final buzz from the tattoo gun, a swipe of rough 

towel, and a satisfied sigh from Lacey I know it’s done. I get up and make my 

way to the mirror to take a look at my latest acquisition. 

“It’s beautiful. It’s perfect. Thank you so much.” 

Lacey smiles and says you’re welcome; I can’t control myself and hug her. 

As I leave, I take a deep breath and start a new chapter of recovery. While 

I might not be able to speak to her, get an amazing hug, or get a smack on the 

back of the head when needed, I have my bluebird. A permanent representation 

that no matter what, my Mama always has my back and is behind me in 

everything I do, and that happiness is just around the corner if you look for it. 

“Cause I will be busy watching things go my way 
Never looking back on this anymore 

Hey hey I’ve been saved 
With sun shining on my pain 

Getting me through this day”109 
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CHAPTER VI 

ANALYSIS 

“Well I could’ve been an astronaut 
Could’ve been a movie star 

Could’ve been anything I wanted to be 
Could have learned to laugh a lot 
Could’ve learned to call the shots 

Could’ve been anything but something like me.”2 
 

Tattoos and Southern Feminism 
 

We are who we are. We can change yes, in some respects. We can 

develop as people and our thought process and values change as we experience 

life and age. We can be anything we want to be, however the paths we choose, 

decisions we make, mold us into who we are good or bad. Like the song says 

“Could’ve been anything but something like me.” I take this two ways. One: could 

have been something completely different from what I am now, and two: could 

have been different than what I am now but still have traces of the same person. 

 I think the second option is where I and Southern Feminism fall. It’s a 

compilation of all the traditional “southern belle” ideals of femininity, style and 

gentility with an equal share of intellect, force and independence. 

 By making the choice to get tattooed, I have proclaimed my independence 

from stereotypes and blown the door off its hinges to insert myself in a male 

dominated world. However, the designs, and meanings behind the designs, I 

chose to have permanently inked on my skin portray tenants of Southern feminist 

values while still being feminine. I agree with Frobis in that “women are claiming 

their bodies and marking them in a way that counters traditional standards of 
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‘femininity.’”46  However, what is between the lines of this statement is what I find 

most important. That tattoos may counter traditional standards but they can still 

be feminine. This can be done through design, placement, or attitude. A design 

can be seen as feminine such as a rose or a butterfly. By being tattooed in an 

“erogenous zone” like the hips, stomach or lower back, a woman may feel sexier 

or more feminine. Simply having a tattoo may change a woman’s attitude about 

her body image and/or her entire outlook on life. It can be a powerful, 

empowering experience that creates a new sense of awareness of their own 

femininity.56 

 Choosing to place my tattoos strategically where they can easily be 

hidden by clothing does in no way detract from them being an independent 

statement.46 Just because they are not on constant display does not mean they 

are less powerful as a means of expression. By being able to cover them I have 

given myself a choice. The choice to share those stories or not to share. The 

choice to blend or the choice to stand out.101 Part of being a Southern Feminist is 

about being intelligent and independent. By having choices, I am able to exercise 

another level of independence for myself. By being able to cover my tattoos for 

certain occasions with conservative individuals or conservative tones, I portray 

an intellect and understanding of my surroundings.101 Having the choice to reveal 

or not reveal my tattoos does not diminish their impact as a means of expressing 

my Southern feminist values. Nor does it make them any less of a statement of 

Southern feminism.  By having the choice to reveal or not reveal my tattoos, the 
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association to southern feminist principles is strengthened. Strength, 

independence, and intelligence are main tenants in Southern feminism, and by 

having the choice I grant myself greater immersion into the ideals. 

Illustrations of Ideals 
 

“Tattoos to me are the outward symbol of the inward change within my soul.”12

Ballet is a symbol of high culture. It is a place some people go to feel 

important, it is a place others of privilege go to be bored to tears. It is a part of my 

life that I adore with a deep seeded passion. Ballet is a part of me, it is in me, but 

it is something I am not able to revisit in the way I would like to. I started dancing 

at the age of 4. I was admitted to a school of dance and gymnastics at this early 

age because the head mistress, after an interview, told my mother that I was very 

grown up for my age and showed promise. How a 4 yr old shows promise is 

beyond me but I thank her for that opportunity. I found something that opened up 

a part of me later in life that I would have never dreamed possible. I stopped 

dancing at the age of 10 for several reasons. At the time I thought it was because 

I didn’t want to do it any more, but years later my mother told me that my desire 

to quit at that age was a blessing to her because we couldn’t afford the lessons. I 

started dancing again when I went to college and received my pointe shoes, 

 
 

 Choices, choices, choices. So why did I choose what I did? And what do 

they have to do with Southern Feminist ideals? Well to answer that question we 

have to go back to the beginning. Back to my first tattoo. 

                                                 
12 Nicholas Cage 
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every ballerina’s deepest desire, at the age of 20. It was after I achieved this 

goal, I got my first tattoo. I chose pointe shoes, of my own design, to be tattooed 

on the top of my right foot to not only commemorate this momentous occasion, 

but to prove to the world that I had what it took in a not so subtle way.  

Ballet is the epitome of femininity, grace, and style. Ballet gave me a 

sense of self fulfillment and pride in myself I could never have fathomed. It 

brought me my sense of self. Southern feminism does not stress pulling away 

from the patriarchal hierarchy but finding your place in the hierarchy. 

Schertenlieb states that “tattooing, for many women, can present an identity of 

strength, confidence and empowerment to others.”101 My pointe shoes tattoo 

represents all of these things. Ballet taught me how to “stand on my own two 

feet” and “think on my toes.” Without these skills, side by side with the poise I 

gained from ballet I would not be the person I am and have the confidence in 

myself to be independent. To hold my own in a man’s world. 

My second tattoo fits with the Southern feminist ideals of intellect, force, 

and femininity. The intellect part comes from me having put way to much thought 

into the intricate meaning of each detail. Force and femininity are woven into the 

meaning of my phoenix and magnolia. Southern women by definition are strong 

souls. I have personified my strength through the phoenix. A phoenix rises from 

the ashes of its former self and carries on. I have always seen this as a metaphor 

for myself taking obstacles as they present themselves and overcoming 

problems through sheer determination and will power. By using my intellect to 
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conquer all things that come my way and continue to rise with grace and beauty 

like a phoenix is a positive force against all the twists and turns of life. Having my 

phoenix rise from a magnolia rather than flames, adds a feminine tone to the 

overall meaning. Not only is a magnolia a traditional Southern icon, but it is also 

a flower with notable qualities. A magnolia is one of the strongest and most 

resilient flowers known, but it is also the most easily bruised. These attributes 

add to the feminine feel in the meaning but also show the nature of a Southern 

woman. Strength in delicate beauty. The placement of this tattoo also expresses 

strength. “Resisting the idea that women are weak and not strong, fragile and not 

able to withstand pain” is evident in my experience of placing my phoenix and 

magnolia on my hip.101 While I admit not one of my smartest moves, being 

tattooed on a bonier area of my body is one experience I won’t forget anytime 

soon.13

Beauty and image building can be seen in Grace, my pin-up girl. Not only 

is Grace an image of beauty, the meaning behind her being placed on my body 

 

The feather on my right wrist encompasses the importance of family and 

religion.112 As a representation of sending a prayer to God I am able to 

incorporate my beliefs into a work of art. Utilizing my Mama’s, Dad’s, Sister’s, 

and my own first initial to create the design itself, I permanently mark for public 

observation the importance my family holds in my life. 

                                                 
 
13 “The most painful places are generally the areas with a dense concentration of nerves or 
wherever the skin and bone are close together, without a layer of fat in between.”-Ehrenfeld, 2008 



Texas Tech University, Audra Ellis, May 2009 
 

114 

illustrates the importance of beauty and image building.54 By having a pin-up girl 

tattooed on me, I am constantly aware of my own beauty.46 The rise of my self 

worth and insecurities with my own body image disappearing are documented for 

eternity with the addition of Grace to my tattoo collection. As someone who 

struggled through most of their life concerned with others perceptions of my 

outside appearance, finally grasping that I am beautiful even if I don’t fit into the 

stereotypical mold of “pretty” was a huge step in my development. Becoming 

happy with who I am and being comfortable in my own skin was something I 

wanted to document on my skin. 

Lastly, but certainly not my last tattoo, is my bluebird. Southerners are tied 

to their history and remembering those that have gone before them. My bluebird 

is a remembrance of my past and an intelligent, feminine, independent lady who 

went before me. My mama instilled many values in me while I grew that have 

molded and shaped me into the woman I am today. These values mirror the 

ideals of Southern feminism. So not only do I honor my mother with my bluebird 

tattoo. I honor a strong Southern woman who believed we are equals of men, we 

can be strong independent beings, and intellectuals while still remaining feminine 

and understanding the value of being treated like a lady.22 

“Half my life’s in books written pages 
Live and learn from fools and from sages 

You know it’s true 
All the things come back to you”123 
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Conclusion 

“Tattoos aren’t meant for everybody and they’re too goddamn good for some 
people.”14

                                                 
14 Lyle Tuttle 

 
 

So what does all of this mean? What greater impact does this paper have 

on the world? I have discussed several topics in the tattoo world, its history, 

meaning of images, different styles, and gender roles in the tattoo culture. I have 

reviewed tattooing in scholarship, feminism and tattoos, and defined feminism 

and autoethnography.  

We have journeyed together through my personal tattoo experiences and 

their individual impact on my life. When I first began the daunting task of this 

project, I had two tattoos. As my thesis developed so did my ever growing 

collection. Through this process, my personal development can be seen as well. 

By sharing each story with you dear reader, I give you a peek into the personal 

nature of my tattoos, this project, and what Southern feminism means to me. 

It is my hope that by sharing my story, that I have started a thought, a 

conversation, or an idea in your life. Using my tattoo experiences to showcase 

the facets of Southern feminism, not only am I able to provide real life examples 

of the ideals valued by Southern feminism, I am able to hopefully give you a 

connection point to your own life and Southern feminism.  

“Being a tattooed woman makes a statement about that person. It means 
she is in control of her body and knows what she wants. Being a heavily 
tattooed woman means she isn’t to be taken lightly and that she is a force 
to be reckoned with. It’s Amazon-mighty, armored, and beautiful-when 
you’re tattooed extensively”66 
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 While I may not be an extensively or heavily tattooed woman, I am still a 

force to be reckoned with. I am still intelligent, independent, beautiful and 

feminine. They say a picture is worth 1000 words. I have five pictures that each 

portray more than 1000 words worth of insight as to how truly Southern feminine 

I am.  

Future Research 

By using my own tattoos as artifacts of study, I have approached feminist 

research from a perspective that is not often taken. Instead of focusing on the 

event or occurrence, I have tied feminism to a tangible article. In further feminist 

studies, other artifacts could be explored as an approach to feminism. Sociology 

often employs the study of images, clothing, and hairstyles as a sign of 

separation and personal identity.11 I feel feminist research could be strengthened 

by closer examination of articles (such as those described above) and how they 

relate to feminism and its principles if at all. Southern feminist research could 

greatly benefit from studying artifacts as it is an understudied branch of feminist 

research. Artifacts that could be reviewed could include but are not limited to, 

clothing, speech patterns and word choice, mannerisms, personal and 

professional affiliations such as clubs or groups, and hobbies. Studying practices 

of Southern Feminism through actions of icons or people who represent southern 

feminist ideals such as Ann Richardson, Sarah Weddington, or even popular 

culture figures like the Dixie Chicks can reveal practical application of strong 

women executing on a daily basis southern feminist principles. Deeper 
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exploration could also be made into Southern Feminism through not just 

autoethnography but ethnography of others stories, as well as quantitative study. 

“I feel like there is no need for conversation 
Some questions are better left without a reason 

And I would rather reveal myself than my situation 
Now and then I consider, my hesitation 

 
The more the light shines through me 

I pretend to close my eyes 
The more the dark consumes me 

I pretend I'm burning, burning bright 
 

I wonder if the things I did were just to be different 
To spare myself of the constant shame of my existence 

And I would surely redeem myself in my desperation 
Here and now I'll express, my situation 

 
The more the light shines through me 

I pretend to close my eyes 
The more the dark consumes me 

I pretend I'm burning, burning bright 
 

There's nothing ever wrong but nothing's ever right 
Such a cruel contradiction 

I know I cross the lines its not easy to define 
I'm born to indecision 

There's always something new some path I'm supposed to choose 
With no particular rhyme or reason 

 
The more the light shines through me 

I pretend to close my eyes 
The more the dark consumes me 

I pretend I'm burning, burning bright “110
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