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Abstract 

 

This study will examine the ways in which people use tattoos to tell stories in their daily lives. 

Tattoos allow for the expression of interests, personal histories, values, and personalities through 

art.  These stories can manifest through personal reflection, pictorial representation, or 

interpersonal conversation.  

 This dissertation will utilise scholarship on tattooing from a variety of fields and feature 

the first-hand accounts of a practicing tattoo artist. This study centres around the stories and 

practices of four different contributors. These stories are largely told as personal experience 

narratives, even when the tattoos are inspired by the work of another storyteller. Based on the 

stories from these contributors, this study will explore the use of tattoo as a documentary device 

for one’s own personal history, tattoo artists as an audience to this storytelling practice, the ways 

in which tattoos can help a person engage in their own healing, the use of tattoos to tell stories 

created by someone other than the wearer, and the use of tattoos as a form of self-expression and 

to mark identity.  

 This is an ethnographic study analysing both tattoos and their stories as items of folklore, 

reflexivity, storytelling practices, personal experience narratives, and change.  
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Content Warning: This paper discusses self-harm, suicide, racism, and gender-based 

discrimination.  

 

Introduction 

 

Definitions 

 

Throughout this dissertation, I will use several terms worth defining, both within the realm of 

tattooing and the study of folklore. Some of these terms will be defined by scholars but others will 

be shared and defined by my contributors, who are experts in their own experiences.  

When we are discussing tattooing, it is important to understand some technical and field 

specific terms and phrases. Throughout this dissertation, I will speak to and discuss tattoo artists, 

sometimes also referred to as ‘tattooer’, ‘tattooist’, or simply ‘artist’. For the purposes of this 

dissertation, a ‘tattoo artist’ is a person who works creatively in the field of tattooing, regardless 

of cultural or stylistic background. Enid Schildkrout, whose writing I will use throughout this 

dissertation, attempts to delineate the difference between a ‘tattooist’ and a ‘tattoo artist’, the 

former being a person who simply applies predetermined, repetitive imagery in the form of tattoo 

and the latter being someone who brings creative influence into tattoo through custom design.1 

However, as the artists who I have spoken with and read the work of refer to themselves equally 

as ‘tattoo artist’, ‘tattooer’, and ‘tattooist’, all three terms will be used interchangeably throughout 

this paper without passing judgement to the level or nature of their work. 

This dissertation will feature the industry knowledge of tattoo artist and academic Tamara 

Santibañez and hand poke tattoo artist, Irán Ortiz. For this, it is important we have a clear definition 

 
1 Enid Schildkrout, ‘Inscribing the Body’, Annual Review of Anthropology, 33 (2004), 319 – 44 (335). 
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of hand poke tattooing and its implications. Hand poke, also known as stick and poke, is defined 

by Irán as ‘a machine free, electricity free technique, very rooted in traditional tattooing 

techniques’.2 Contemporary hand poke tattooing is frequently regarded as a grassroots practice 

within the tattoo community and is largely comprised of self-taught and community-taught artists. 

According to Irán, the hand poke tattooing community is small but tight knit, with machine-based 

tattooing being the dominant practice in the field.  

There are many names by which a professional tattoo shop may be called. I will use ‘shop’, 

‘studio’, and ‘parlour’ interchangeably and without distinction. However, it is important to note 

that not every tattoo discussed will have been performed in a shop. Some were crafted in bedrooms, 

in living rooms and kitchens, in garages, at parties, and more. Such tattoos are not viewed in this 

dissertation with any lesser validity than those received in a studio. The purpose of this dissertation 

is not to pass any sort of judgement of validity at all, but rather to explore the ways in which tattoos 

can be used to tell stories.   

In discussing tattoos, it is important to understand the difference between flash tattoos and 

custom designs. Flash tattoos are predetermined designs created by an artist, usually existing in 

groups of similar designs on a flash sheet. Whereas a custom design is specifically created for a 

client, usually by the tattoo artist but sometimes by others. It is also important to note the ways in 

which tattoos may be referenced. It is common to refer to a singular tattoo as a ‘piece’. Conversely, 

it is also common to refer to a section of artistry that covers a large portion of the body as a ‘piece’ 

(i.e., a chest piece or a back piece). A series of tattoos that covers an arm is referred to as a ‘sleeve’. 

Whereas a series of tattoos that cover a leg can be referred to as many things, a trouser leg, in 

American circles a pant leg or sleeve, and a full leg. ‘Art’ can refer to a single tattoo, the entire 

 
2 EI 2022.015, 00:01:25. 
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collection of tattoos on a person’s body, or a tattoo artist’s body of work. ‘Work’ is another term 

which is used in the same sense as ‘art’. 

Much of the scholarship interpreted in this study centres around the concept of 

‘dermographics’. Enid Schildkrout defines dermographics as ‘the question of how the skin 

becomes, rather than simply is, meaningful in different cultural contexts’.3 This dissertation will 

explore the ways in which skin and its adornments become relevant methods of storytelling in 

contemporary Western society. Related to this study of dermographics, is the concept of 

inscription. Through the analysis of poststructuralist and feminist scholarship, Schildkrout 

describes inscription in relation to dermographics as that which is placed on the skin in order to 

alter, such as tattoos, piercings, scarification, and branding.4  

Finally, we must discuss personal experience narrative, as much of the stories in this 

dissertation fall into this genre of folklore. According to Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, personal 

experience narratives are personal histories or stories that centre around the speaker as the 

protagonist.5 Personal experience narratives can be told in a formal setting or, as in this study, 

through a conversational format.  

 

 

 

  

 
3 Schildkrout, 320. 
4 Schildkrout, 320 – 2. 
5 Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, ‘Authoring Lives’, Journal of Folklore Research, 26, no. 2 (1989), 123 – 49 (124). 
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Literature Review 

 

Disclaimer: Tamara Santibañez uses ‘they/’them’ pronouns. They will be referred 

to as such throughout this dissertation. 

 

For the purpose of this study, I reviewed literature from several fields. Much of my ethnographic 

literature revolves around storytelling and personal experience narratives. In reading on tattoos 

and tattoo artistry, both on an individual level and cultural, I sought material from a broad range 

of fields in order to gain a spectrum of perspectives on a singular topic. However, I found that even 

within this varied sample, several authors of these articles on tattoos were citing a number of the 

same anthropological and ethnographic sources. I have viewed these sources as an ethnographic 

foundation for the study of tattooing and they will be discussed in just a moment. In this literature 

review, I will discuss and analyse the content, evaluations and conclusions, and research methods 

of Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, Enid Schildkrout, Mary Kosut, Tamara Santibañez, and a team 

of Swedish nursing researchers, which included the following: Henrik Eriksson, Mats 

Christiansen, Jessica Holmgren, Annica Engström, and Martin Salzmann-Erikson. These authors 

have helped to create a foundational knowledge on storytelling and tattoos that will be used in 

addition to scholarship discussed in the Master of Letters in Ethnology and Folklore programme 

from the Elphinstone Institute at the University of Aberdeen. 

 ‘Authoring Lives’ by Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, published in 1989, acts as a guide for the 

folkloric definition of personal experience narrative and the study thereof. I used these writings as 

a basis for understanding of the importance of personal experience narratives in the study of 

folklore by examining the work of scholars before me. Kirshenblatt-Gimblett discusses the idea 

that personal-experience narratives provide insight into culture and therefore folklore, as the 
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narratives often offer details about the everyday lives and significant events in a person’s life.6 

These details are bound to leak into a teller’s story, a singer’s song, an artist’s painting, etc. Not 

only are narratives useful in understanding items of folklore, personal experience narratives 

themselves are folklore. They are narrative illustrations of how people interact with and react to 

the world.  

 Some personal experience narratives take on well-known linguistic formats such as a story or 

a song. However, this dissertation focuses on narratives that appear in other forms. Kirshenblatt-

Gimblett claims that ‘[t]hough language is central to the process, many other media are used to 

encapsulate the experience of a lifetime, trigger reminiscence, and guide its path’.7 This idea of 

nonverbal media triggering a verbal narrative is fundamental to my study.  

While no fieldwork was described in Enid Schildkrout’s 2004 anthropological study, 

‘Inscribing the Body’ acts as a useful compilation of scholarship on tattoos.  The main focus of 

Schildkrout’s writing centres around tattooing. However, there is discussion of piercing, branding, 

and scarification as well, as some of the studies analysed include multiple forms of body 

inscription. While this article is primarily an anthropological study, Schildkrout does include a 

section on ethnographic studies and perspectives. In this section, she includes the work of 

Folklorists such as Boas, Lévi-Strauss, and Rubin, among others and anthropologists such as 

Teilhet-Fiske and DeMello. 

Schildkrout’s article provides a useful history of Western scholarship on tattoos. Much of this 

scholarship centred around the exoticization of the ‘other’, of white, Western scholars going to 

lands foreign to them and analysing the practices of those lands through a Euro-Christian lens.8 

 
6 Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, 129. 
7 Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, 139. 
8 Schildkrout, 327. 
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Modern scholarship begins to stray away from this model of tattoo research. The 1970s saw 

anthropological and ethnographic studies turn toward analysing tattoos as a method of self and 

social expression.9 

‘Tattoo Narratives: The Intersection of the Body, Self-identity, and Society’ by Mary Kosut, 

while originally published in 2000 in the field of Visual Studies, was conducted as an ethnographic 

study on the use of tattoos as a narrative device and cultural expression of personal identity. Had 

it not been explicitly stated in the end notes of the article, it would have still been obvious to the 

trained eye the ethnographic nature of this study, as exemplified by Kosut’s research and writing 

methods. Kosut interviews contributors, which she refers to as ‘informants’. She allows her 

contributors to speak for themselves, interspersing more quotes than summary of their thoughts 

throughout the article. Rather than summarising contributor statements, Kosut breaks up quotes by 

linking contributor statements to scholarship on reflexivity and identity. As with Schildkrout, 

Kosut references scholars such as Rubin, Teilhet-Fiske, and DeMello. 

 While Kosut’s findings are largely centred around deviance and otherness,10 my contributors 

stressed the ongoing normalisation of tattoos in mainstream culture. This could be the difference 

of more than twenty-five years, Kosut’s study being conducted 1996 through 1998. We will see 

this theory supported by contributor statements later on in this dissertation. However, regardless 

of these differences in external opinions on contributors’ tattoos, mine and Kosut’s contributors 

echoed similar sentiments when it came to the narrative importance of their tattoos within their 

own lives. It is for this reason, Kosut’s work will be prevalent throughout this dissertation. 

 
9 Schildkrout, 327. 
10 Mary Kosut, ‘Tattoo Narratives: The Intersection of the Body, Self-Identity, and Society’, Visual Studies, 15, no. 

1, 79 – 100 (80). 
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 ‘Nursing Under the Skin: A Netnographic Study of Metaphors and Meanings in Nursing 

Tattoos’ is a netnographic study conducted by a team of researchers: Henrik Eriksson, Mats 

Christiansen, Jessica Holmgren, Annica Engström, and Martin Salzmann-Erikson. Their work 

analyses trends in nursing tattoos’ themes and meanings based on those posted and available 

online. Netnography is a practice that is used within the study of ethnology and folklore. However, 

there are key differences in research methods conducted by these researchers and the ethos of 

folkloric practise. 

 

[W]e determined that this study did not fall under the category of human subject 

research as data were gathered from an open online search engine. The data were 

gathered through archival images without any intervention or interaction with the 

individuals with the tattoos. Rather, we hold that the images being analysed were 

from a publicly accessible venue. During the discussion, we argued that none of the 

tattooed people would be harmed due to our study as no one was exposed.11 

 

They then go on to explain that images of the tattoos were not published and limited 

descriptions were used in the article in order to preserve the privacy of those analysed. 

It is with these research methods that we see the main divergence from ethnology. While it 

could be argued that their logic is sound and this practise ethical within their own field of study, 

these methods do not hold up to ethnographic ethical standards. More specifically, these methods 

would likely not be approved by the Elphinstone Institute, through which I study. Even though 

images of the tattoos analysed were procured through a public forum, contributor notification and 

consent is still necessary. However, they were explicit in the quote above that neither of these 

 
11 Henrik Eriksson and others, ‘Nursing Under the Skin: A Netnographic Study of Metaphors and Meanings in 

Nursing Tattoos’, Nursing Inquiry, 21, no. 4 (2013), 318 – 26 (321). 
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actions were taken. They even go as far to acknowledge that some tattooed people analysed may 

not wish their tattoos to be published. Yet, there is no acknowledgement that some may not want 

their tattoos to be studied at all. Those analysed are not given the option to decline participation or 

even notified of participation.  

Further, because the wearers of the tattoos analysed were not spoken with, all discussed 

meanings and representations of imagery are assumed. Without input from the contributors, the 

findings of this study are at best speculative interpretations. As the researchers did not speak with 

the contributors who wear these tattoos, they are applying their own ideas about what the tattoo 

could mean, rather than what the tattoo does mean to the person whose tattoo it is. While the 

researchers may have some insight as nursing professionals, their findings are still largely based 

on assumption. Despite there being key differences in the practises of these researchers and what 

we do in our role as folklorists, I found the study useful in regard to how tattoos can be interpreted 

from an outside perspective. This provided insight while I was speaking with contributors. 

Could this be Magic: Tattooing as Liberation Work by Tamara Santibañez acts as a guide for 

practising tattoo artists on trauma informed tattooing. Santibañez speaks on the importance of 

holding space for clients to share their stories. They emphasis this as a necessary step for many in 

the recovery process of trauma that often can be the basis for a tattoo. This source came as a 

recommendation from my contributor Irán Ortiz, a San Diego based tattoo artist who finds the 

guide useful in her practice and thought it relevant to the topic of this research.  

In reading further on Santibañez and their work, I agreed with Irán’s suggestion that this 

reading is relevant to my study. The biography on their website describes Santibañez’s work as 

‘rooted in storytelling and the visual language of identity construction, exploring subcultural 
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semiotics and the meanings we make from bodily adornment’.12 Santibañez links social work and 

their experiences working in crisis centres to tattooing. They explain that often their role as a tattoo 

artist goes far beyond the art. One of the most important aspects of their role is listening to the 

stories that people need to share.13 

The readings above both helped to inform my understanding of tattoos and storytelling and 

supplemented the claims made by my contributors. However, as this dissertation focuses on 

tattooed people and their stories, most of the influence in my writing comes from them.  

 

  

 
12 Tamara Santibañez, ‘About’, Tamara Santibañez, <http://tamarasantibanez.com/about> [accessed 11 August 

2022]. 
13 Tamara Santibañez, Could this be Magic: Tattooing as Liberation Work (Portland: Afterlife Press, 2020), 4. 
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Autoethnography and Reflexivity 

 

Autoethnography 

This is an emic study, meaning that I am studying a community to which I belong, a topic which I 

had an existing understanding of prior to beginning. Being so, I find it only fitting that I share a 

brief summary of my own experience with tattoos and tattooing. I got my first tattoo when I was 

seventeen, lying on a table in the kitchen of a friend of my mother’s. The tattoo was a black bird 

about the size of a fifty pence piece that now looks more like a Rorschach test than an animal. But 

at seventeen, this tiny black smudge of a tattoo held so much meaning for my young self. I wanted 

tattoos from a young age; and so, I got tattoos from a young age. 

I come from a family where tattoos were ‘normal’. My mother has had visible tattoos my entire 

life and has been open and vocal about her tattoos and tattoo experiences. One of my favourite 

childhood memories centres around waiting in the lobby of a tattoo shop with my dad while my 

mom had a crossing of the Sagittarius and Scorpio symbols, her’s and my dad’s respective star 

signs, tattooed on her back. I remember being awed by the flash sheets that covered the walls and 

the smell of disinfectant that clung to the air. I was seven years-old at the time. Nearly twenty 

years later, this still stands out to me as a formative experience.  
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 Growing up, my mother had a friend who was a former tattoo artist. As a budding teenage 

painter and illustrator, I showed an interest in tattooing. So, her friend started to teach me. My 

mother, overeager about my interest in tattoos, quickly became my first and only test subject as 

we sat in this friend’s garage on my fifteenth birthday and I clumsily tattooed a stargazer lily on 

her back, modelled after my own graphite drawing. While my career in tattoo artistry was never 

truly pursued, my interest in tattoos did not subside. 

Since seventeen, I have continued to add to my tattoo collection whenever my budget would 

permit. At twenty-six, I am halfway through the completion of a sleeve on my left arm, have tattoos 

on three of my four limbs, down my back, and along my collarbone. Some are small, others are 

sizable. Some have meanings and stories deep rooted in my personal history, and some are just for 

fun. I have images from books, iconography from songs, spiritual symbols, locationally significant 

plants, a depiction of my favourite style of architecture, a portrait of my favourite poet, and pieces 

that serve only aesthetic purposes. Some were spur of the moment decisions, while others I planned 

Figure 1: Me tattooing my mother. Figure 2: The lily I tattooed on my mother's back. 
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and saved for months for. I have gotten tattoos with family members. I have been tattooed by 

friends. I have had work done in studios, in kitchens, in bedrooms, and on living room sofas, in 

my home country, and abroad. 

I am a person with tattoos. I am a person with stories about tattoos. My tattoos have stories. 

While I could write an entire twenty-thousand-word dissertation on my tattoos, that is not the 

purpose of sharing these aspects of my own experiences. It is rather, to convey my own 

foundational perspective in approaching this study. I carry these experiences with me — not only 

in my thoughts, but on my skin — as I speak with contributors to this research. By existing as 

someone within this world of tattoo culture, I am a participant observer, regardless of whether or 

not I received a tattoo as a part of the study. My body communicates to people that I understand, 

that they are safe to share with me, without me having to say a word. And while each tattooed 

person is an individual with individual opinions, there is a sense of comradery that occurs between 

many tattooed people. This felt to be the case with my contributors. For that I am both grateful and 

proud.  

 

Reflexivity 

I entered this research project as a person with a wealth of knowledge and experiences about tattoos 

and the cultures within select tattoo communities. I quite literally wear my knowledge on my 

sleeve. Those who I speak with about this topic can see, just by way of visual introduction, that I 

am not an outsider to this topic. When working with contributors, I was open about the fact that 

this is an emic study, that I am coming into this research and these conversations with experiences 

and stories of my own.  
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 Understanding that ‘academics and contributors do not exist in vacuums, and both can be 

influenced by the other’14, is key to this research. While I did come into this study with my own 

perspectives, my contributors and readings added greatly to my understanding of both tattoos and 

storytelling. They have introduced me to topics I had not considered and shared with me stories 

that have added new understandings of even my own tattoos.  

In the spirit of reciprocity, I held space for each of my contributors to ask me questions about 

my ideas, studies, perspectives, and tattoos. I came into each of these interviews with visible 

tattoos. I thought it only right that I also be willing to share my stories with those who so openly 

shared with me. Of my contributors, only one asked about my tattoos, but the conversation we had 

relaxed our interactions overall. I was happy to share to the same degree that my contributors have 

shared with me.  

My own stories and stories of my family will be peppered throughout this dissertation, as they 

are both relevant to these discussions and were present in the conversations with my contributors. 

Additionally, events occurred in my life that relate heavily to the topics of this research at the time 

of research. They will be present in the chapters following.  

Overall, this was a heavily reflexive study. I came in with an existing understanding of the 

topic that was then expanded by the contributions of the people I spoke with and the literature I 

studied. These contributions both widened the spectrum of my intellectual knowledge and caused 

me to reflect on my own tattoos and experiences.  

 
14 Nicolas Le Bigre, ‘Talking About “Home”: Immigrant Narratives as Context for TCKs’. In Migration, Diversity, 

and Education: Beyond Third Culture Kids, ed. By Saija Benjamin and Fred Dervin (Helsinki: Palgrave 

Macmillan, 2015), 121 – 42 (123). 



Hubbel 20 

 

Methodologies 

 

For my research, I wanted to find a way to meet contributors without relying on the tattoo artists I 

know to find them for me. There were two reasons for this. Firstly, tattoo artists often have busy, 

hectic schedules and I did not want to add any additional stresses to their work lives. Secondly, I 

wanted to curate a group of people who themselves volunteered, rather than being asked to 

participate. In order to achieve this, I attempted a few strategies. Ultimately, I did need to reach 

out to a couple of artists who I had previously worked with, but because I had sought a way to find 

people otherwise, I was able to 

ensure that I was not asking them to 

reach out directly to their clients 

and colleagues. 

 In my first attempt, I created a 

flyer with an open call for 

contributors. The flyer simply 

outlined who I am, what I’m 

studying, what my project is, and 

how people can participate. This 

flyer featured a QR code that linked 

to a survey. I intentionally used a 

QR code because I knew that with 

the recent Track and Trace posters 

that were utilised for contact tracing 

Figure 3: My call for contribution flyer. 
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in Scotland, a significant portion of the population was likely to be at least somewhat familiar with 

the technology. 

  I distributed the flyers around my local tattoo studios, pubs, and the university library in order 

to attract my target audience. In the first few days, the flyer did not attract much attention. Five 

days after posting, I only received two survey responses. I then reached out to a tattoo artist who I 

had previously worked with, Shelby Hawick. In the hopes of drawing more attention, Shelby 

posted my survey to her Instagram story, a temporary post that disappears after twenty-four hours. 

Within a day of speaking with Shelby, I had received eleven survey responses and one direct email. 

In attempting to find contributors to interview, I pulled from these survey responses, reaching 

out to people who indicated that they would be interested in speaking further. Of the four people I 

asked to interview, three were able and one politely declined due to scheduling conflicts. When 

speaking to those who agreed to be interviewed, all three had heard about my study from Shelby’s 

Instagram post. However, only one of three were clients of Shelby’s. The other two, as will be 

shown later in this dissertation, follow several tattoo artists from around Scotland as a general 

interest in the artistry of the tattoo industry. 

Given that three out of four of my final contributors learned of my research through social 

media, I am aware of a limited demographic being reached in my call for contributors. Those who 

participated in this research were all familiar and comfortable enough with modern technology to 

have active social media presences. I was only able to reach a small subset of people with this 

method. However, given the length of this dissertation, a small group was all that was necessary. 

For future and further research, I hope to expand my methods community outreach. 

In addition to speaking with tattooed people, I also sought to interview tattoo artists on their 

perspectives. I reached out to several of the tattoo artists I had met while distributing my flyers, as 
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well as Shelby and some colleagues she recommended. However, at the time of my research, the 

Aberdeen tattoo community was preparing for the Aberdeen Tattoo Show, taking place on the 

twentieth and twenty-first of August, immediately preceding my deadline. Given these exigent 

circumstances, I reached out to a tattoo artist from my home state of California who had helped in 

developing much of my foundational knowledge on this topic. 

Irán Ortiz, a hand poke tattoo artist from San Diego, was my final interviewee. I have known 

Irán for seven years, including several years prior to the beginning of her tattoo artistry journey. 

When speaking with my other three contributors, conversations I had had with Irán over the years 

of our friendship kept recurring in my reflections. It is for this reason that I reached out to Iran Irán 

specifically, as opposed to some of the other artists I have worked with in California. While I think 

many, if not all, of the artists I have developed relationships with would have valuable things to 

contribute to the wider topic of tattoos and storytelling, I knew that Irán’s knowledge and 

perspective directly related to what my contributors were sharing. 

Throughout this research process, I have come far from gathering and speaking of everything 

there is to discuss on this topic. I have doubts that any one person could do so at all. There are 

many avenues down which I can still see further discussion taking place. There are more artists I 

would like to learn from and more stories to listen to from the people who wear tattoos. This 

research project covers only a narrow window of the breadth of stories in existence. It is research 

that I would like to expand beyond the length and time constraints of this project. It is for this 

reason that I have communicated interest in further conversation with those I have already spoken 

with and those who were not available during the university-set timeline of this research. 

Amy Shuman, as quoted by Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, writes, ‘Conversational narrative 

demands that we focus on context as well as text, and on the relationship between narrative and 
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event — not as a matter of referentiality but as a matter of relationships between speakers and 

listeners and, correspondingly, between the story world and the storytelling situation.’15 With this, 

I understood that the stories being shared had significant enough of an impact in my contributors’ 

lives to have them represented permanently on the body via tattoo. The context of the dynamic of 

our conversations was between a storyteller and a listener interested enough in the story to write a 

postgraduate dissertation on the story. For this, several of my contributors expressed that they were 

much more open about their stories and experiences than they would be to most other strangers. 

For their openness and willingness to share, I am eternally grateful. 

Because of the nature of my study, some of the stories shared with me broach difficult topics. 

I listened to people talk about loss, trauma, difficult home lives, struggles with mental health, self-

harm, and suicide. I found it important to not only be an active listener but a compassionate 

audience. I wanted to make it apparent to my contributors that I care about their stories, not only 

as an academic but as a person. These stories can be difficult to share. So, I wanted those I worked 

with to know that I value and respect them as people. This was no time to play the façade of 

impartiality. I made my compassion for their struggles and accomplishments known. I found this 

to be especially important when discussing self-harm and suicide. I have first-hand experience 

with such traumas. I wanted those who shared these stories with me to know that I am proud of 

them for their recovery journey. I am proud. 

 

 
15 Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, 134. 
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Tattoos as a Method of Storytelling 
‘Aside from their obvious visual and aesthetic quality, tattoos also 

have a distinctive narrative quality.’ – Mary Kosut16 

 

The purpose of this study is to examine the ways in which we use tattoos to tell stories in our daily 

lives, both to ourselves and others. Not every tattoo will have a meaning, but they will all have a 

story. Tattooed people may have stories about why they chose the tattoos that they have, the 

process of receiving their tattoos, or their relationship to their tattoos after they have spent time on 

their skin. Tattoos allow us to express our interests, histories, values, personalities, and more 

through art. Tattoos can be a reminder for ourselves or a conversation starter for those we wish to 

share these stories with. 

 Each tattooed person will have a different relationship with their tattoos and their stories than 

the next. For this reason, several perspectives will be shared in this study. The perspectives 

presented are by no means the extent of the spectrum of opinions on this topic. Even with the 

perspectives presented, they are the opinions of individuals at a specific moment in time. Many of 

them have changed from past opinions and will likely change over time. The following excerpts 

share what three of my contributors have to say on the link between tattoos and storytelling. 

 

Alanna Magee-Shamaan 

Some people get tattoos that have no meaning at all, just because they look pretty. 

And I think that's awesome. Some people have like big, meaningful stories where 

it’s, you know, straight up like a person's face on them. And I think that's cool too. 

Or maybe a bit more like my panda sort of thing, where it's not obvious that it means 

anything. Somebody might just look at it and think, ‘Oh, that's just a pretty panda’, 

but actually it's got quite a lot of meaning behind it and stuff. And I really don't 

 
16 Kosut, 82. 
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judge. You can, like, get whatever you want sort of thing. But just for myself 

personally, I think it's really cool when there is like, [pause] I personally just quite 

like the style of [pause] like my panda, where it just looks like a pretty thing, but 

actually when you get to know the person you realise, ‘Oh, actually cool, there's a 

story behind it’. So yeah, I do quite like that. I, as I say, I'm into like art and stuff. 

I can't draw for the life of me, but I'm still into creatives and stuff like that […] I 

just think their work is really interesting. I think it's really cool when a story isn't 

obvious until you sort of find out more about it. And I like that in the form of tattoos. 

I think it's a cool way of expressing yourself and times in your life.17 

 

 

Dan Morrison 

 

[SH] What do you think about tattoos and storytelling? Do you think there's a link 

at all? 

 

[DM] Oh, absolutely. Yeah. Because I [pause] like [pause] I have been and 

probably will be in the future, like a writer. Like I've written plays and stuff. 

 

[SH] Nice.  

 

[DM] I've [pause] it's something I haven't done recently because I've been doing a 

lot of uni and I've been really focused on like the musical aspect of my life. But I 

do still like think about it a lot where like [pause] I did creative writing in school. 

Like, I did advanced higher English. Like I wrote like [pause] I think my folio for 

advanced higher English was about twenty thousand words…I was like always that 

kid in school who like [pause] I couldn't keep to the word count. I just have too 

much to say. But I think my tattoos are definitely a way of like expressing that part 

of myself as well. And like, because it's a way that like I can tell stories in real life 

 
17 EI 2022.012, 00:19:06. 
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because if someone asks me what the story is behind my tattoo, I'm like, ‘Oh, yeah! 

It's storytelling time, baby’.  

 

[SH] I love that.  

 

[DM] And like, even if I don't want to tell them, like the actual story, I can just 

make something up.18 

  

Jasmin Gray 
 

It's storytelling with pictures. You know? And it's like [pause] also, it is always like 

a good like conversation starter and things like that. And like, I can't wait for like 

my kid to ask and point, like, ‘What is that?’ And like, I can then tell what it means 

and like why it is what it is and things like that. And I think it's like, through times 

it's like, tattoos have so many hidden meanings that were like only for like certain 

groups […] And it's kind of [pause] it's been like a hidden language for like people 

and stuff like that. So, it is kind of nice now that like more people have them or like 

you can have like the same symbol but it has like a different meaning for everyone. 

Or like, you know, people do still choose like certain images because they 

symbolise something more universal. And things like that.  

 

So, yeah, I think it's like [pause] It's kind of changed a little bit because it's not so 

hidden in like secretive for like only certain people are meant to understand it. And 

also like it's also like an aesthetic thing. Like now nowadays you can have like 

abstract tattoos and things like that one it's just for the aesthetic, just for like 

pleasing the eye of the person who has it and things like that. So, yeah, I think it 

tells a lot about people's personalities and stuff like by the design stages and things 

like that. So, yeah. It's definitely like storytelling but with pictures.19 

 

 
18 EI 2022.013, 01:14:50. 
19 EI 2022.014, 00:51:40. 
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Tattoos can be a great way to remind ourselves of stories through visual representation. 

They can also be a conversation starter and a way to initiate a storytelling session with 

others. The following chapters will provide further examples for the ways in which my 

contributors choose to tell and engage with stories through their tattoos. While many other 

topics could be explored, this dissertation will discuss the use of skin as a diary, tattoo 

artists as a storytelling audience, the ways in which tattoos can assist in personal healing, 

tattoos that tell stories by someone other than the wearer, and the ways in which people 

can express and define their identities through tattoo.  
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A Diary on Skin 

‘Tattoos permanently illustrate biographical stories. They are 

communicative devices that support and sustain “philosophical and 

emotional places” and significant events as people strive to (re)tell 

plausible self-narratives.’ -Mary Kosut20 

 

For some, tattoos mark moments in time, significant events in their lives, or transformational 

milestones. Ethnographer Mary Kosut describes these tattoos as ‘landmarks’ intended to remind 

of a ‘historical reference point’ of their own life.21 Tattoo artist and oral historian Tamara 

Santibañez claims that ‘tattoos play a significant part in the role of the body as an archive’.22 

Regardless of what we choose to title the concept, many of us chronical our lives through tattoos. 

Jasmin Gray, one of my contributors, described this process as a ‘diary’ on her body. 

 

I think it’s just one way of kind of keeping a diary nowadays. You know, like rather 

than writing it down on paper, you can have something on you physically at all 

times. Like that’s something that people always ask like, ‘Oh, do you ever forget 

you have that tattoo?’ or something like that. And it’s like, ‘Not really, but maybe’. 

But like then when I see it, you just, it reminds you again about it.23 

 

I would argue that a diary is a collection of often written personal experience narratives with 

the audience being oneself, an autobiography for one. Entries capture not only the events of a 

person’s life at the time of recording, but often also the emotion and introspection behind the event. 

Diaries exist to capture that which is fleeting, the moments of our lives that seem to pass us by. 

 
20 Kosut, 96. 
21 Kosut, 94. 
22 Santibañez, 17. 
23 EI 2022.014, 00:45:10. 
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So, we grasp onto them through the written word in the fear that we might lose this small piece of 

ourselves, in case we forget who we were today. We capture what we hope not to forget. 

However, a diary does not need to be written at all. A physical book is only the medium on 

which the diary, the collection of personal experience narratives, is imposed. Because a diary is 

not the physical book but the content written on the book’s pages, a diary can take on many forms. 

They can be handwritten, yes. But they can also be digital, audio, or video. A diary can be abstract. 

A series of stories about our lives that we tell time and time again. A photo album. Tattoos. So, 

with this idea of a skin diary featuring landmarks along the path of an ever-developing narrative, 

we examine the stories below. 

In discussing tattoos as ‘biographical documentation’, Mary Kosut wrote, ‘some tattoos 

function as permanent documentation of significant events and affiliations.’24 This is certainly the 

case with Alanna Magee-Shamaan, who has a tattoo that commemorates her wedding day. ‘I just 

got married in September, just passed. And I was absolutely in love with my bouquet,’ Alanna 

shares. She has a colour mural of the flowers on her thigh. For Alanna, it was important for her to 

allow both the tattoo artist and the florist artistic freedom, to allow the wedding day to be expressed 

through these art forms. 

 

 
24 Kosut, 94. 
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When it came to the flowers, I just 

reached out to a local florist. 

Because again, I see sort of floristry 

as being in that sort of like creative, 

artistic sort of style. And the florist I 

reached out to has like an education 

in fine art in that sort of stuff. So, I 

reached out to her because I really 

like that style. And again, I think 

that artists know best on how to put 

things together. So, I just told her 

our colour scheme and let her 

choose whatever she wanted to 

choose. So, I didn't have a specific 

connection to any of the flowers that 

she chose for the bouquet. I just let her choose whatever she wanted to within our 

colour scheme. So, yeah, the bouquet was just like a surprise on the day. And I was 

just so in love with it, that that's why I decided to get it tattooed. And then the same 

with when I got the tattoo artist to tattoo it on me. I just told her to pick elements 

that she thought was nice. I didn't want an exact copy of a picture of my bouquet 

on myself, more of like an art piece inspired by the bouquet.25 

 

 

Mary Kosut furthers her point by suggesting that tattoos often ‘commemorate a transitional 

time or a stage marker’.26 This is true for Dan Morrison, a nineteen-year-old music student at the 

University of Aberdeen, who has a tattoo to signify a pivotal moment in his musical history. Dan’s 

tattoo is of a monkey playing the cymbals atop a music box, an item of significance from The 

 
25 EI 2022.012, 00:09:32. 
26 Kosut, 94. 

Figure 4: Alanna’s wedding bouquet tattoo. Photo by 
Alanna Magee-Shamaan. 
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Phantom of the Opera. Dan chose this tattoo to commemorate his participation in a production of 

the musical during his early adolescence. ‘It was a big experience for me,’ he says as he tells me 

the story, ‘it’s the show that got me into musicals.’ Dan shares:  

 

[DM] I've been playing the piano since I 

was like six or seven. Like I got piano 

lessons when I was in like primary three and 

I hated it. And I didn't want to practice. I was 

not good at it. Like I just, I didn't like it and 

I was doing it because like my mum's sister, 

like my aunt, lived in England and 

apparently played the piano. And I was like, 

‘Oh my God, that's so cool. I can be like my 

mysterious relative’. And that was basically 

why I was doing it. And then I was about to 

quit and [pause] then we started doing 

Phantom and I got, like for Christmas that 

year, the sheet music for Phantom and Les 

Mis. And that just like totally changed my 

life. I just learned all of them. Like I learned 

all of the pieces off my heart. Like I was just, I was so into it. Because it was like, 

‘Oh my god, this is so much cooler than the stuff I was playing before’. [Laughs] 

 

[SH] And what kind of stuff were you playing before?  

 

[DM] It was like [pause] it was [pause] it was pretty typical, like early piano stuff. 

Like there's a lot of Bartok and like that, that one Chopin piece, where I'm sure you 

know it. [Laughs] Obviously. No, there's this one Chopin piece that everyone I 

know who played the piano learned at some point and it's just so dull. [Laughs] And 

Figure 5: Dan Morrison's Phantom of the Opera 
tattoo. 
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it was just like short, one-page, classical pieces that weren't really that exciting and 

weren't really challenging to play. Because I have quite big hands. [Holds out 

hands] So I really enjoy playing musical theatre stuff because there's some 

impossible reaches written into it. [Laughs] And I didn't like playing classical stuff 

much because the stuff that I was being given was really easy to play [pause] and 

it was more about technique and I have horrible technique. Like I never learned 

proper piano technique. But I love playing musical theatre. [Laughs] But yeah. It 

was when I got like the Phantom book that I was like, ‘Oh, this is something that I 

actually really enjoy’. And now it's my job. [Laughs] 

 

For Dan, this was an important moment in developing an interest, but it was also a pivotal 

moment in developing his eventual career path. Career related tattoos are not by any means rare. 

In conducting an archival study on nursing tattoos, Eriksson and team writes, ‘tattoos have also 

contained a statement of belonging’.27 In a historical context, Schildkrout shares findings from 

Caplan’s 2000 study, ‘National Tattooing’, that claims ‘tattooing in nineteenth-century Europe 

shows that in the early modern period, tattoos were widely used as occupational emblems, religious 

insignia, personal, mementos, and insignia of patriotism and loyalty’. She later writes of a 2003 

Gengenbach study of tattooing in Mozambique that found ‘[w]omen’s tattoos expressed an 

engagement with the colonial economy by incorporating such images of modern objects as scissors 

and flower pots’.28 

Jasmin shared with me a career tattoo within her own family. Her father, a second-generation 

firefighter has a tattoo of ‘a firefighter that is like kneeling on top of his heart with like an angel 

behind him’.29 She continues, 

 
27 Eriksson and others, 325. 
28 Schildkrout, 331. 
29 EI 2022.013, 00:17:48. 
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I think that's just kind of like the protection. But also, to remember like all the fallen 

firefighters and stuff that he's known or, you know, who have died in like the global, 

you know, disasters like 9/11 or forest fires and things like that. Like they feel very 

deeply. It's almost like a hive mind when it comes to firefighters. And even if it's 

like the other side of the world, they just like really relate to them because it's the 

lifestyle that they know when things like that happen.30 

 

 Jasmin’s father’s tattoo serves several purposes. Not only does it illustrate his career, but this 

tattoo also displays his membership in what Jasmin refers to as a ‘global brotherhood’ and 

commemorates mass tragedies that have affected firefighters all over the world. She shared with 

me her father’s tendency to seek out other firefighters wherever they go and find a common 

language with which they discuss their profession. Much of Jasmin’s story was familiar to me 

through my own experiences with my mother and grandfather, both of whom are former California 

firefighters. Through this conversation, Jasmin and I shared stories of our relatives who find such 

pride and identity in their professions that they represent them permanently on their body with 

tattoos.  

 
30 EI 2022.014, 00:32:07. 



Hubbel 34 

 

My mother, while not a firefighting tattoo, wears the symbol of women in athletic training on 

her wrist to celebrate her career in sports’ medicine through which she has found many passions, 

including firefighting. Her tattoo shows a 

caduceus, a symbol for medicine, wrapped 

around a Venus glyph, with two arrows 

crossing behind. Atop the athletic training 

emblem sits a lotus in representation of her 

time as a massage therapist. It is a celebration 

of one career that led to another, massage and 

vernacular medicine to sports’ medicine. My 

mother’s caduceus and lotus tattoo is a small 

part of a larger sleeve that illustrates her own 

life through this concept of a skin diary. She 

has covered large portions of her body in 

imagery that illustrate moments of her life 

story. 

Atkinson, as quoted by Enid Schildkrout, describes tattooing as ‘the process of intentionally 

reconstructing the corporeal in order to symbolically represent and physically chronicle changes 

in one’s identity, relationships, thoughts, or emotions over time’.31 We ourselves become our own 

diaries. Diaries in other forms come with limitations that a skin diary does not. They can be lost 

or destroyed. However, with a diary on the body, wherever we are, the diary is also.  

 

 
31 Schildkrout, 337. 

Figure 6: Jillian Hubbel’s sports’ medicine tattoo. Photo by 
Jillian Hubbel. 
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Migration 

Tattoos relating to migration, both within one’s home country and internationally, was a recurring 

theme when speaking with my contributors. This is a tattoo concept in which I, myself, have 

participated. In 2019, I made the decision to pursue a life in Scotland. The day I made that decision, 

I had an abstract image of a milk thistle tattooed on 

my wrist. It was both a promise and a reminder to 

myself to work toward this dream, with the 

placement intended to constantly be within my 

vision. Now that I have accomplished this goal, I 

plan to add a ‘NE’ to the tattoo to denote where in 

Scotland I finally landed. This acknowledgement 

of the North-East will transform the piece from a reminder of a promise to that of a dream fulfilled. 

Jasmin’s story is one of movement, as illustrated by her tattoos. 32 They tell the story of a 

woman who has lived in many places and still finds home in several. Jasmin is originally from 

Finland and has lived in several places around Europe. Her family briefly lived in Oslo, Norway 

during her childhood. She lived in Abruzzo, Italy as an exchange student. Now, for the past eight 

years, Jasmin has lived in Aberdeen, Scotland. Of her migratory experience, Jasmin says, ‘it is 

kind of funny how you can build a life from almost nothing and like call home and stuff like that. 

I find it so crazy that I've been living in Scotland for like eight years. And after eight years, like 

I'm married, I have a house, I have a job, I have a dog, I'm going to have a baby soon. And it's just 

 
32 Unfortunately, I was not able to obtain photos of Jasmin’s tattoos as she was in the final stages of pregnancy during 

our correspondence and gave birth just days before the finalization of this dissertation. Jasmin provided what photos 

she already had. Some of the tattoos may be obscured as the photos shown were not taken with the intention of being 

used in ethnographic research but for personal use. 

Figure 7: My thistle tattoo. 
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like, I literally moved here eight years ago with two suitcases.’33 Many of Jasmin’s tattoos tell this 

story of migration through imagery of the sea.   

Shortly after Jasmin moved to Aberdeen, she 

had a lighthouse tattooed on her arm. She shares, 

‘I had moved to Aberdeen from Finland to study 

and it was a huge step in life. I wanted to have a 

light house to remind me that I’m on the right 

path and even when I feel lost, just to keep 

following the light and I will get where I was 

meant to go. My life philosophy has always been that the life carries, just like the sea carries a boat 

to the harbour so lighthouse seemed appropriate.’34  

As part of a larger chest piece, Jasmin has a quote from Moomins, a series of Finnish comics, 

that says, ‘Minä asun vähän siellä ja täällä’ (translation: ‘I live a little bit here and there’). Of this 

quote, Jasmin reflects, ‘It’s just the truth. I have a home in like three different countries, which in 

quite lucky in the end’.35 Jasmin’s chest piece illustrates family and this idea of multi-nationality. 

Jasmin’s father lives in Norway, her mother in Finland, and she in Scotland. The chest piece began 

as two anchors under her collarbones with the inscriptions ‘äiti’ and ‘iskä’, which in Finnish mean 

‘mom’ and ‘dad’. Jasmin shares, ‘I took these as an homage to my parents and how they have 

always been the grounding force in my life. Unfortunately, they went through a divorce a couple 

years later, which shattered me. I then decided to have a full chest piece made.’36 

 
33 EI 2022.014, 00:18:38. 
34 EI 2022.014, 00:12:09. 
35 EI 2022.014, 00:18:00. 
36 EI 2022.014, 00:17:20. 

Figure 8: Jasmin's lighthouse tattoo. Photo by Jasmin 
Gray. 
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Beside each anchor sits a 

historical boat of an 

unspecified style and era 

sailing in front of a landmass. 

Each boat is of a different style 

with a different form of terrain 

behind ‘to symbolise how my 

parents are in two different 

countries’. The image is joined in the middle by a siren in front of a midnight sun. Of this, Jasmin 

says, ‘The siren is me kind of stuck between the different countries, making a home in all of them. 

Again, the connecting element is the water and how the sea connects all land to each other. The 

midnight sun reminds me of what I miss and where I come from, far up north where the sun never 

sets in summertime.’37 

In addition to Jasmin’s chest piece, she has a large side piece inspired by The Alchemist by 

Paolo Coelho – or Santiago’s Dream, as it was published in Finland where she originally read the 

novel. Outside of its blue, watercolour style, this piece is less related to the sea but still follows 

this theme of migration. In telling the story of this tattoo, Jasmin, shares that the book resonated 

with her the first time she read it.  

 

It's about like a journey and finding a dream and things like that. So, yeah. And it's 

like, the quotes like really spoke to me because, like [pause] I don't know, [pause] 

because I've always been like a traveller in a way […] When I was seventeen, I 

moved to Italy for a year. And that's kind of like when I got on my own two feet 

 
37 EI 2022.014, 00:17:40. 

Figure 9: Photo of Jasmin's chest piece, cropped down from a larger candid photo. 
Photo by Jasmin Gray. 
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and it was like about [pause] ‘God has a path for everyone to follow’ and ‘If you 

want something, the whole universe is going to help you to achieve it’. And what 

was the third one? I can't remember. [Laughs] It's yeah. I just kind of like always 

believed that like life carries you and stuff. And like, I just wanted that to be like a 

constant reminder. Even though I don't remember the quotes anymore that 

specifically like every day, it's still something that like I tend to return to and like 

read the book again and remember it.38 

 

 During Jasmin’s year in Italy, she was heavily affected by her grandfather’s death the year 

prior. In these moments of grieving, she turned to a Finnish folksong called ‘The Vagabond and 

the Swan’ for comfort. The song ‘tells a story of a vagabond seeing a swan and the swan reminding 

them about their homeland, and how life is good when you realise what you have’. According to 

Jasmin, the swan is also the national bird of Finland. For these reasons, Jasmin has a swan tattoo 

on her shin, in homage of her gradfather and her homeland. For Jasmin, the song and the tattoo 

remind her of her home country and ‘even if you're far away, like, don't forget where you're coming 

from’. During her time in Italy, Jasmin ‘always felt that [she] was the vagabond and [her] grandad 

was the swan’.39 

 While Jasmin’s tattoos tell stories of migration across seas and international borders, Alanna’s 

tattoo is one of domestic migration. Originally from John O’Groats, Alanna now lives in 

Lossiemouth, Moray. She shared that during the COVID-19 lockdowns, she found it difficult to 

be so far away from home. During this time, she got a tattoo of a mountain and the sea to remind 

her of and help her feel closer to home.  

 

 
38 EI 2022.014, 00:08:30. 
39 EI 2022.014, 00:10:13. 
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Because I got very 

painfully homesick. And 

it's when my [pause] 

obviously just with the 

sort of stress and trauma 

of the COVID pandemic 

and stuff like that. It was 

really hard for a lot of 

people. And my health 

and anxiety got quite bad 

and stuff like that. And I 

was painfully homesick because all of my family still live up north in John 

O’Groats. So, I'm the only one that lives, far away. […] But I'm very lucky in the 

sense that where we live right now, right across the sea – I mean, it is like a good 

few hundred miles – but right across the sea, I can actually see where I'm from. So, 

that's sort of what the mountain and the sea represents. From our spare bedroom 

window, I can look out and see the mountain of where I'm born and bred. And that 

brought me some comfort during lockdown and stuff. And it was also a time that 

made me realise how much I do appreciate my family and that sort of thing, because 

we're not the closest [pause] most affectionate family members. We wouldn't say 

that sort of stuff to each other, if you know what I mean? So, it's sort of like a way 

of appreciating my family without saying to their faces, because we're a bit 

awkward in that sense.40 

 

 Alanna’s tattoo tells the story of two homes existing simultaneously. While both of these 

homes exist within the same country, they both hold different purposes and memories. In one, she 

grew up and still holds as a sense of home through family and reminiscence. In the other, she 

currently lives with a more recent addition to her family, her husband. Both hold importance to 

 
40 EI 2022.012, 00:08:13. 

Figure 10: Alanna's mountain and sea tattoo. Photo by Alanna Magee-
Shamaan. 
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Alanna, but with the sudden and somewhat traumatic severing of simultaneous access to these two 

homes, Alanna felt disconnected from the home in which she was raised and the people who make 

the place remain a sense of ‘home’.41 

 

Change 

To someone on the outside, a diary only tells a portion of the story. Georges Gusdorf, as quoted 

by Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, writes, ‘Autobiography is condemned to substitute endlessly 

the completely formed for that which is in the process of being formed.42’ Unlike fiction, a person 

does not end when their story has stopped being told. They grow. They change. They have new 

life experiences, both dull and exciting. While tattoos and diary entries themselves have the 

potential to stay relatively unchanged, our reactions to them change over time as we gain new life 

experiences that inevitably alter our perspectives. Memories relating to what we wear on our skin 

may grow more romantic with nostalgia and reminiscence or develop a negative connotation as 

certain aspects of our lives no longer hold positive value. We look back at tattoos that are a decade 

old in ways similar to how we would look at a decade old diary entry and the ways in which we 

tell these stories change as our relationship to them changes.  

 Jasmin tries not to view her tattoos through a lens of regret. She sees the one’s whose stories 

have changed not as mistakes made, but rather as pages of her life story. So much so that she 

initiated her tattoo journey with a piece describing this philosophy. 

 

My first tattoo that I got was booked as a gift for me after begging my mom for 

ages for one. I was eighteen, in love with Edith Piaf, so I got ‘Non je ne regrette 

 
41 Le Bigre, 133. 
42 Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, 126. 
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rien’ tattooed on my right rib cage and I thought, ‘not regretting anything’ as a first 

tattoo was meaningful. It has also reminded me for the last ten years not to regret 

any of my tattoos or life choices.43 

 

 Later, she shared a story showing this personal philosophy in practice. 

 

I got a cross tattooed at the back of my neck as I was fairly religious at the time, to 

remind me that God always has my back. But now that I have left the church, I’m 

in two minds of covering it up as I don’t believe in it anymore. On the other hand, 

it is part of my story.44 

 

 Yet, Jasmin’s perspective is but one of the many ways one can approach changing opinions 

when it comes to tattoos. Tattoo removal is getting easier, cheaper, and overall more accessible, 

with dermatologists, tattoo studios, and beauty shops offering this service all over the country. 

There are also artists who specialise in cover-up work, the act of tattooing over an undesired tattoo. 

 Tamara Santibañez discusses their experiences with cover-up work as a women’s liberation 

practice for those recently released from incarceration. They share a story of working with a 

woman who received the tattoo that they were to cover immediately after a traumatic event.  

 

She said through tears that she was afraid of covering it and letting go of part of her 

past. In response, I shared that clients often think of a cover-up as adding a new 

layer to a tattoo’s history rather than erasing it, as the original tattoo is still 

underneath. That concept resonated with her and assuaged her worries about the 

symbolism of the experience. Together, we were able to reframe the day’s work to 

 
43 EI 2022.014, 00:05:05. 
44 EI 2022.014, 00:06:59. 
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be about affirming the positive changes in her life and the person she was the day 

she came in, instead of trying to hide or rewrite her history.45 

 

Tattoos are a useful way to illustrate a person’s personal history as one would through a diary. 

These entries can mark a moment in time and create a pictorial image upon which we can look 

back at the events, emotions, and general stories of our lives. Though our reactions to these stories 

may change, tattoo is a useful tool in which to capture and express ourselves as liminal creatures, 

changing and expanding as we progress through life.  

  

 
45 Santibañez, 47 – 8. 
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Tattoo Artists as Receivers 

‘We as tattoo artists possess intuition, attention to detail, and the 

ability to calm nervous clients, all while applying permanent 

markings to the body of someone who has chosen to trust us.’  

– Tamara Santibañez 

 

The storytelling process can be as equally defined by audience as teller, even with personal 

experience narratives. As people with tattoos, we may hold their stories close to ourselves. 

However, there is another party who may be impacted by the artwork we wear on our bodies, the 

tattoo artist. Not every client will tell their artist the story behind a tattoo if there is one. Those 

who are willing to share these stories might not even share a story each time. However, listening 

to client stories is commonplace for tattoo artists. 

The receptivity of a tattoo artist to a client’s story could greatly affect the experience of 

being tattooed. Just as such, the stories we share with an artist can affect the way they walk through 

their daily lives. Having previously worked as a volunteer for a crisis hotline, Tamara Santibañez 

shares, ‘I became newly attuned to the personal stories my clients shared and to the motivations 

behind their body modification choices. I listened beyond their design ideas to the life experiences 

that brought them through the door in the first place. As time went on, I started to realize how 

similar my clients’ stories were to calls the hotline received.’46 In speaking with Irán Ortiz, she 

shared, ‘Oftentimes tattoo artists are going to hear very intense stories of these pieces being 

done.’47 Irán finds it important to her practice to hold space for clients to share these stories. She 

welcomely receives what they have to say. 

 

 
46 Santibañez, 3. 
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I like to think that I'm really receptive to 

these stories, to these moments. I try to 

be as obviously respectful of what 

they're going through in the process. But 

I also just like, I'm in complete gratitude 

when people feel comfortable enough to 

do so. Like they don't have to. I'm not 

like. Usually, I'm a complete stranger to 

them. So, for me to hear something so 

intimate that maybe not even some of the 

closest people they’ve known have 

heard, I'm humbled […] I can only show respect to that vulnerability, both physical 

vulnerability that they're going through [with] the tattoo and then that emotional 

vulnerability that they're going through by sharing their stories of that. I mean, it's 

those moments that honestly, make me just cherish the experience of being a tattoo 

artist so much.48 

 

For Irán, community has been an important part of her journey as a tattoo artist. Irán practices 

a form of machine-less tattooing called hand poke, sometimes referred to in the West as stick and 

poke. She shares that, in her experience, the hand poke community is largely made up of self-

taught artists supporting each other. Irán’s introduction into hand poke tattooing came as she 

studied in Oaxaca, Mexico. She shares that she spent much of her time with a group of artists of 

various media native to the area she went to school. One of these friends was a hand poke tattoo 

artist. She shares: 

 

 
48 EI 2022.015, 00:48:21. 

Figure 11: Irán Ortiz performing a tattoo. Photo by 
Irán Ortiz. 
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That specific friend who hand poked me, we [pause] you know, I remember we 

were in her living room, drinking mezcal, which is like a traditional alcohol drink 

and in Oaxaca. And she was tattooing me. And so that was my exposure to that 

experience there. And I mean, it just cultivated this inspiration, this art artistic 

drive.49 

 

Her introduction into the practice began with a community that inspired her, one she still keeps 

in contact with today through social media. She describes sites like Instagram and TikTok as ‘a 

new place of knowledge’50, where she can learn techniques from other self-taught artists. Zoom 

also became a major resource for her. Irán shares that with the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, 

Zoom courses on hand poking were readily available across these spaces.   

 

I took some online Zoom classes on hand poking. It was, I thought of it as an 

investment. I'm like, ‘Knowledge is power. I will just improve my technique’. And 

so, I was able to kind of find a community of hand pokers to teach me and to be 

taught by. And so that's why I like to say that I'm not only self-taught, but I'm also 

community taught. The hand poke community is really open and sharing, is what 

I've noticed. Because it's, again, so many people who are learning on their own and 

willing to tell you like, ‘Hey, I actually use this needle for this and that’, or ‘Hey, I 

use this brand instead of this’, or ‘Hey, this is a product that I just got recommended. 

I'm using it and I really like it’. Just little things like that.51 

 

Irán shares that in the spirit of reciprocity, she tries to contribute to the community and fellow 

tattoo artist’s growth the way the community has contributed to her own. She created a spreadsheet 

with her materials and processes that anyone interested in hand poke tattooing can access if they 

 
49 EI 2022.015, 00:19:30. 
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are looking for advice. This sense of community and self-reliance is core to her experience as a 

hand poke tattoo artist. Irán finds value in it being a peoples’ movement in the form of tattooing.  

 

It's just punk and very DIY52. And I also just have that and it's kind of a middle 

finger to these like American traditional white supremacist spaces, truly. 

Everything I do is against white supremacy, against the patriarchy. And so, like the 

fact that I work in a queer space, like [pause] I'm going to say […] [holds up two 

middle fingers] ‘Fuck them’. You know, like, ‘Fuck that, the traditional ways’ […] 

I'm always going to be like anti anything, anti-establishment […] Hand poking is 

too very like anti-establishment, anti like the traditional way. It pisses off a lot of 

artists, especially being self-taught.53 

  

Irán and the artists she works with actively attempt to address their own negative experiences 

as clients by using them as a framework for how not to treat their own clients. She explains that 

many of the problems in the industry are a result of ‘lateral violence’ perpetuated by the 

apprenticeship model.54 Santibañez writes, ‘mentors may feel entitled to inflict severe trials on 

their apprentices because they experienced the same type of treatment in their own learning process 

and believe it to be the path to “earning” a place in tattooing’. They explain that much of the 

industry has become ‘acclimated to a culture of abuse as a teaching and bonding method’.55 Many 

artists are taught what Irán refers to as ‘toxic traditional ideologies’ from the generations of artists 

before them who had to fight to be accepted by society. This fight has hardened generations of 

 
52 ‘Do It Yourself’ 
53 EI 2022.015, 00:15:20. 
54 EI 2022.015, 00:04:25. 
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tattooers to uphold the ‘pain is gain’, ‘rough and tough’ culture of the tattoo industry.56 Of the 

ways these ideologies have translated to the client experience, Irán shares: 

 

A lot of the traditional styles [machine tattooing] have a culture of tattooing has 

toxic apprenticeships where apprentices are exploited. Not very working class 

friendly. As well as a lot of sexist, patriarchal ideas and how women navigate an 

industry that's predominantly male. You know, it's pretty tough to be identifying as 

femme in this space. Just because it's. [pause] Yeah, I mean, you can walk into a 

tattoo shop, like an old school one, and it's going to be a bunch of dudes, like fifty-

year-old men with just, you know, their ways of thinking. And you can be a new 

type, like new tattoo, and like fresh eighteen. And you're going to have no clue what 

to expect and how to act and they just make you uncomfortable. They make you 

like your voice doesn't matter. 57 

 

Artists like Irán and Santibañez are actively working against this culture by both advocating 

for positive and healthy client-artist relationships and providing education for all artists, especially 

those who may not have had access to these ‘new wave’58 ideologies. They try to make sure clients 

have and are aware of their full autonomy over their bodies and choices about the tattoo. They 

allow space for clients to experience the emotions that may come up during the tattooing process. 

They ensure that clients have a voice, and they listen. Santibañez writes, ‘In providing an 

experience where a client is affirmed and treated with respect, we can interrupt the cycles of trauma 

that they live through in the world at large and work towards collective justice’.59  

 
56 EI 2022.015, 00:04:37. 
57 EI 2022.015, 00:04:25. 
58 EI 2022.015, 00:06:40. 
59 Santibañez, 16. 
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Irán shared several stories with me, some of which I will discuss later in the chapter on 

Therapeutic Healing. Names and explicit details have not been provided to allow her clients 

privacy. She shares that while the phenomenon is less frequent with flash pieces, clients often open 

up about their stories and connections behind their custom designs. The following story stands out 

as an example of both a client telling a story to an artist and the significance of the hand poke 

method for some tattooed people. 

 

I did this traditional Salish style tattoo on a 

shoulder on a friend. And it's a Red Crow, and 

she's native from the Polson, Montana area. 

And so, she wanted to commemorate her 

indigenous ancestry as well as the art style, and 

as well as the techniques specifically. Again, 

going back to that machine-less, traditional 

ways of tattooing. And so that itself [pause] 

Like I remember her telling me her stories of 

growing up on the reservation, specifically 

how her last name always made her stand out 

when she wasn't on the reservation. And so, it 

does happen pretty frequently.60 

 

Irán shares her gratitude in these moments, gratitude that she is able to be a part of this 

important process in someone’s life, both as an artist and an audience member. For Irán, an 

acknowledgement of indigenous North American tattoo practices and history is an important part 

of her practice as an artist. She shares that while she does not necessarily practice wholly in the 
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Figure 12: Red Crow tattoo by Irán Ortiz. Photo by Irán 
Ortiz. 
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same way, by providing spiritual guidance during the process, she finds it important to not only 

recognise those that came before her, but to celebrate them. She shares that one of the practices 

that stands out to her, that she tries to incorporate into her own practice, is the community aspect 

of tattooing that has existed in these indigenous spaces. 

 

Traditionally, these were ceremonies. You had family. You had community in these 

spaces while you were getting these tattoos. You know, you had a space to talk, to 

go through the pain, to cry, to cheer. And so, the fact that emotion should be 

removed in these traditional [American] tattoo spaces. I don't think that's 

necessarily [pause] at least that's not necessarily how I want to practice it. Like I 

know that how I'm practicing like [pause] I will make space for vulnerability while 

respecting my own capacities.61 

 

While this was an uplifting story for Irán to be able to experience, both Irán and Santibañez 

discuss burnout for artists experiencing stories of trauma on a regular basis. As with the 

contributor-fieldworker dynamic, the tattoo artist-client dynamic does not exist in a vacuum. 

Tattoo artists go into every interaction with their own experiences and life history having shaped 

their perspectives. While there are tools for tattoo artists to utilise and prepare themselves for 

difficult stories, there is always the potential for an artist to be affected by the stories they receive. 

Santibañez shares, ‘Tattooing, particularly tattooing that involves heavy emotional labor, is 

draining and exhausting’.62 In this guide for practicing and aspiring tattoo artists, Santibañez 

addresses this possible difficulty in the job by providing tools for artists to cope with physical and 

emotional burnout.  

 
61 EI 2022.015, 00:53:16. 
62 Santibañez, 104. 
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When asked what it feels like to so frequently receive stories from clients, Irán responded with 

the following: 

 

I mean, [sighs] it's definitely sometimes a bit of a [pause] I felt a bit of a burnout 

just at times, just holding that. Because some of it is very [pause] have been very 

deep stories regarding personal traumas. I'm just trying to also navigate that. Like, 

I'm, I feel like I'm such a baby in the industry still, that I am learning how to kind 

of uphold my boundaries, and certain stories. But I'm also [pause] how I feel about 

having all that, it's [pause] I don't know, I feel like I'm a walking library with all 

these stories.63 

 

 However, for Irán, the rewards outweigh the costs. She shares that she feels honoured to have 

her clients ‘entrust [her] with this information’.64 She focuses more on the potential positive impact 

she can have on her clients through this willingness to listen over the risks of being available to 

listen. She does, however, recognise that these feelings could change at any point in her career. 

 Tattoo artists frequently hear stories as a part of their daily work life. They often exist as an 

unintentional audience to people’s most vulnerable stories and are therefore intrinsically tied to 

tattoos as a tool for storytelling.  
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Therapeutic Healing 
‘I am not afraid to keep on living. I am not afraid to walk this 

world alone.’ -My Chemical Romance65 

 

For some, tattoo can be a cathartic way to express grief, release mental tension, acknowledge the 

things they have overcome, are still to overcome, and more. Throughout my life, my mother has 

referred to the act of expressing her emotions and losses through tattoo as ‘tattoo therapy’. In 

addition to the celebratory tattoos she wears, she has tattoos that commemorate loved ones lost, 

painful experiences, and difficult periods of her life. While I did not necessarily intend to write 

about the therapeutic elements of tattooing, I come into this concept recurrently shared by 

contributors with this experience of these conversations with my mother.  

As this is an emic study, I would be remiss not to mention the ways in which my research has 

been affected by the present experiences in my own life. In recent weeks, my family lost my cousin 

to suicide. In honour of the life he lived, my mother has asked me to design a tattoo so that she can 

carry him with her wherever she may go. The tattoo is of 

a kayak, as he loved kayak fishing with his son. On my 

mother’s leg, she has a collection of tattoos for those 

who have passed tragically and too soon. As of today, 

the collection consists of the purple and teal ribbon of 

suicide awareness, a star for my aunt which touches the 

ribbon as we unfortunately lost her to suicide several 

years back, and a handprint for my mother’s friend, who 

 
65 My Chemical Romance, The Black Parade, (Burbank: Reprise, 2006). 

Figure 1: The kayak tattoo I have drawn for my 
mother in memoriam of our cousin. 
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died of health complications. The handprint does not touch the ribbon. As we have, unfortunately, 

lost our cousin to suicide, his kayak will soon touch the ribbon.  

This was not a reality that I had to contend with while interviewing contributors, but it is one 

that is heavily on my mind as I write up my research. It has forced me to look reflexively at my 

own, very fresh, experiences with this topic, especially as I take breaks from writing to draw this 

tattoo request, the final product of which is shown above.  

Tamara Santibañez writes, ‘Historically and across cultures, tattoo artists have been perceived 

and honored as healers as well as creatives. The shop as a site of community-building and 

socializing, of information exchange and creative collaboration.’66 Enid Schildkrout has shown 

this to be true for the British Isles through her analysis of tattooing as a form of vernacular medicine 

in Medieval Ireland. Using the work of Rosencrans and MacQuarrie, Schildkrout discusses the 

association of tattooing, magical practices, and medicine in the fifteenth century. She shares the 

story of Simon Forman, a medical astrologer who tattooed cosmological symbols on his body ‘at 

precise astrologically calculated moments’ in order to alter ‘both his flesh and his destiny’. 

Schildkrout writes, ‘Marking the flesh with inscriptions used to cure and conjure, was an ongoing 

practice in the British Isles’. 67 

Today, this healing may take on many forms. Irán shares that often while she is tattooing 

someone on a path of healing, they share the story of their journey with her. She shares, ‘It's so 

interesting that I'm tattooing a person, putting this ink, putting this design into them as they're 

verbally releasing something of their memories’.68 There can be catharsis is letting something go 

as one is physically accepting an image to represent these stories permanently on their body. 

 
66 Santibañez, 16. 
67 Schildkrout, 325. 
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Santibañez claims, ‘Most tattooers might not conceive of themselves as healers, and many might 

be actively resistant to the term. I think all tattooers, though, would admit there’s a magic to the 

craft.’69 While contemporary tattoo artists may not be practicing tattooing as a form of vernacular 

medicine as with Simon Forman, they are creating spaces in which clients have the opportunity to 

take initiative in their own healing journey. The artists themselves are not counsellors or there to 

provide mental health services. However, by assisting clients in sharing their stories, either with 

the artists themselves or with those who witness the tattoo after completion, tattoo artists are 

actively participating in the healing process for those who use this form of imagery to represent 

that which helps them heal. According to Santibañez, tattoo artists ‘both mark and witness these 

moments for individuals’.70 

A common form of using tattoos to heal is as a form of expression of grief and remembrance, 

like my mother’s collection of memorial tattoos. Irán refers to these as ‘tribute tattoos. She 

explains, ‘tribute tattoos are usually when people get a tattoo in memoriam to someone's passing. 

And it can be like a person, it could be an animal, it could be anything’.71 Alanna wears a tattoo 

on her left shoulder of a cat and dog pawprint to memorialise 

her childhood pets. She chose this placement in order to have 

them close to her heart.72 Jasmin replicated her grandfather’s 

NATO star tattoo, placed in the same location as his was, in 

order to commemorate him. She intentionally reserves her 

right arm for tattoos dedicated to her loved ones.73 

 
69 Santibañez, 16. 
70 Santibañez, 16. 
71 EI 2022.015, 00:42:30. 
72 EI 2022.012, 00:05:48 
73 EI 2022.014, 00:21:50. 

Figure 2: Alanna's pawprint tattoo. Photo 
by Alanna Magee-Shamaan. 
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Irán shares a story of a set of tribute tattoos she did for one of her clients. ‘We did a memorial 

piece for his brother and his mom. One of them was a fang because he said that his brother had a 

really funny tooth that was like a fang. And so, we did a fang 

on him and then we did an owl to represent his mom.’74 She 

shared that the tattoo session involved a lot of sharing of 

personal stories.  

 

Many times, in the process of tattooing, you hear these 

stories that probably were never shared to anyone else, 

or very [pause] or talked about very little, or just like 

intimately held with that person… Tattoos can be very 

therapeutic in that way, very healing to relive, you 

know. Again, that storytelling, your own stories, your 

own memories of why you get these designs, who they 

represent.75 

 

While tattoos can be used to heal external losses, they can also be used to acknowledge 

personal growth and milestones as well as traumas. This is the case for the story behind Dan’s 

Black Parade tattoo. The Black Parade is a rock opera album by alternative band My Chemical 

Romance. The album follows the story of a boy dying of cancer, referred to as ‘The Patient’ as he 

expresses his final thoughts and memories. ‘The Patient’ was a way for lead singer, Gerard Way, 

to personify his fight with depression.76 The music itself, album art, and videos within The Black 

Parade feature dark imagery centred around death and illness.  The album’s cover features a parade 

 
74 EI 2022.015, 00:42:35. 
75 EI 2022.015, 00:42:40. 
76 Jessica Lee, ‘The Power of Texts and Images in My Chemical Romance’s The Black Parade’, UBC English 

Students’ Association, <https://www.ubcenglish.com/2486-2> [accessed 20 August 2022]. 

Figure 3: Fang and owl tattoos. Photo by 
Irán Ortiz. 
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being led by a marching field commander in the skeletal form of Death. Marching behind him is a 

skeletal marching band, The Patient, a World War soldier, an anthropomorphic pig, the Fourth 

Horseman, a Victorian woman in a gas mask, ravens, and other iconography of death.77  

Dan’s tattoo features Death as the marching field 

commander mid step, with a text ribbon reading 

‘Awake and Unafraid’, lyrics from the album’s final 

song ‘Famous Last Words’. Dan shares, ‘Listening to 

The Black Parade was like [pause] it was like, if I was 

feeling especially shitty that day, I would just sit down 

and listen to The Black Parade, and by the time it 

would get to “Famous Last Words”, I would be like, 

“Okay, we'll keep going for another day, I guess”’.78 

This tattoo is strategically placed to cover some of 

Dan’s self-harm scars on his arm. This tattoo came at 

the end of a particularly difficult year for Dan’s mental 

health. This is the story he shared.  

 

I'd been at university for like three months and I hadn't had a single class in person. 

I was just trapped in my bedroom with like, living with strangers. Like, I didn't 

know any of them particularly well. Like they were all super nice and I'm still in 

contact with them, but it was just, [pause] it was a lot. And I was also adjusting to 

being like out as trans all the time, because like back home [pause] my parents are 

not a fan of trans people, specifically when it's me […] So, when I came to uni, I 

 
77 My Chemical Romance, The Black Parade, (Burbank: Reprise, 2006). 
78 EI 2022.013, 00:30:30. 

Figure 4: Dan's Black Parade tattoo. 



Hubbel 56 

 

was like, ‘Okay, this is going to be great. Like I'm going to be out all the time’. 

Like, because I'd basically been when I was at school, [pause] I was trans nine to 

five, essentially. And I would come back home and go back in the closet. And that 

was basically how I lived for like the last three or four years of school.79 

 

 Dan shared that on top of the stresses of his first year of university, he as having to experience 

it all online through the COVID-19 lockdowns. We discussed how difficult that first year away 

from home can be already without adding any additional stresses on top of an already strenuous 

time. Dan shared with me that these stresses caused him to relapse into self-harm after being five 

years clean. This relapse pushed him to seek medical help for his mental health, which did not 

immediately help. This led to Dan making an attempt on this own life. He shares, ‘At the start of 

2021, there was like, four or five people on my course who all attempted suicide within a week of 

each other. And I was one of them.’80 

 Thankfully, Dan is still with us today and is taking active steps in his recovery. He and his 

doctor eventually found the correct dosage of antidepressants and Dan was able to eliminate some 

overwhelming stresses from his life, both of which are contributing to his ongoing recovery. 

During this period of recovery, ‘Famous Last Words’ once again played an important part of Dan’s 

life. Part of this healing process for Dan was the decision to get the Black Parade tattoo to remind 

him what he has already overcome. He shares, ‘It's a reminder of the period, but it's also a reminder 

of the period after and like the healing part of it. And like the fact that, you know, I got through it. 

It's not just “this happened”. It's like “this happened, and” if you know what I mean?’81 

 
79 EI 2022.013, 00:32:05. 
80 EI 2022.013, 00:36:40. 
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 The tattoo is also an acknowledgement of any future struggles with his mental health that Dan 

may have. Of the tattoo’s placement over his scars, Dan said, ‘If I get this there, that means I can't 

mess it up’.82 Dan has now managed to stay clean from self-harm for a year and has recently 

finished his second year of university.  

As with Dan’s tattoo, Alanna’s tells a story of mental health and growth. Alanna enjoys tattoos 

that show a beautiful picture to an outside viewer but tell herself a story. Alanna shared with me 

her decision process for this next tattoo.  

 

I just researched like symbolism in animals 

and stuff like that, that sort of thing. Because 

I wanted something that wasn't like had a 

story but wasn't too obvious. And then that's 

when I sort of researched into pandas and 

how they're born like one one-hundredth of 

the size of like their parents and stuff like 

that. So there there's just these tiny little 

beings and they grew up into these really big, 

amazing creatures.83 

 

Alanna has a mood disorder. An important part of her mental health journey has been the 

growth she has experienced since childhood. In getting this tattoo, Alanna was acknowledging her 

‘own growing into this magnificent creature’.84 

Tattoos have also helped me in my own mental health journey. While I do not wear a singular 

tattoo that is representative of these struggles, my tattoos as a whole help me to feel at home in my 

 
82 EI 2022.013, 00:39:30. 
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Figure 17: Alanna's panda tattoo. Photo by 
Alanna Magee-Shamaan. 
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body. I have struggled with body dysmorphia and eating disorders since my early teen years. 

Tattoos have helped me to find a way to love my body. Because my skin is covered in art that I 

love, I can feel beautiful in my skin. Like with addiction and other forms of self-harm, eating 

disorder recovery is a lifelong journey. It is for this reason that I sought out permanent ways to 

redefine the way I see myself. Now, when I look down, my eyes are not drawn to the shape of my 

stomach or my thighs. They are drawn to my arms, which are covered in beautiful images of things 

I love.  

Tattoos have the ability assist the healing process for trauma, mental health struggles, grief, 

and more. Tattoos can help us engage with these moments of recovery in an intimate way, be that 

by releasing the story behind the tattoo, memorialising loved ones, reminding us of what we have 

overcome, or redefining our relationships with our physical bodies.  
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Stories by Others 
‘Telling stories not only gives voice to the body, it allows the 

changed body to become once again familiar through the act of 

storytelling.’ -Mary Kosut85 

 

As tattoos can be used to illustrate our own autobiographical stories, they can also be used to 

translate pictorially stories created by others. As with Dan’s Phantom of the Opera and The Black 

Parade tattoos and Jasmin’s representation of The Alchemist, sharing one’s favourite pieces of 

media in the form of tattoo is a common practice. It is a way to express our interests and bring a 

sense of fun into our creative spaces. Some depictions of these stories hold meaning close to the 

wearer’s heart far beyond the story itself, while others are purely a representation of fandom. As 

with any genre of tattoo, there exists a broad spectrum of reasonings and sentiments behind these 

tattoos. The stories featured below are only some of the examples that exist.  

This is a practice I, myself, partake in with enthusiasm. 

Much of my sleeve is comprised of images from my favourite 

fantasy stories, myths, and legends, some of them folklore, 

some of them from popular media. On my forearm and elbow, 

I sport a dragon flying above a stone castle. This tattoo does 

not represent a singular story but rather a collection of my 

favourite stories, a subgenre within the larger fantasy genre. 

With this piece, I wanted to express my general love for 

stories related to dragons across several forms of media. It is 

simultaneously a direct reference to the Elder Scrolls video 

games, the Song of Ice and Fire books and Game of Thrones 

 
85 Kosut, 98. 

Figure 5: My dragon and castle tattoo. 
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television adaptation, The Priory of the Orange Tree novel, and several of my favourite childhood 

stories. Through this singular image, I have been able to encompass the works of creators across 

decades and media, present myself as a fan of the fantasy genre, and remind myself daily of the 

stories that bring me the most joy. As much as I may wish, I cannot spend all of my time playing 

video games and reading books; but with this tattoo, I can take this need for escapism wherever I 

may go. I can relive these stories again and again without holding the book in my hand or loading 

up my most recent save file.  

This tattoo was one that Dan and I bonded over as he told me the story of his own dragon 

tattoo. He wears a scene from the DreamWorks film How to Train Your Dragon on his calf. It is 

difficult to capture the excitement of such a conversation through summary alone. For this reason, 

I will include a transcription of the entirety of the conversation below. While a transcription cannot 

fully capture every sentiment felt in a live conversation, my hope is that this can give a sense of 

the joy and laughter in the room as we shared, as can be the effect of sharing in a common interest. 

Figure 6: Dan's How to Train Your Dragon tattoo. 
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[DM] Yeah, so that was like one of my favourite films when I was a kid. So, I got 

the tattoo of it. Because again, it's like, it's just got the most phenomenal soundtrack. 

 

[SH] Yeah. The animation is amazing too.  

 

[DM] It's amazing. It still looks so good. And it's like [pause] it's an old animated 

film by now. Like I think it came out in like 2010 or something.  

 

[SH] I was in high school at that time.  

 

[Both laugh] 

 

[DM] Yeah, no, it's insane that that's like considered an old animated film now, but 

yeah.  

 

[SH] I know animation, like technique like goes so fast.  

 

[DM] Yeah. 

 

[SH] Progresses so quickly.  

 

[DM] Yeah.  

 

[SH] So why this scene?  

 

[DM] So this is like [pause] it's a very specific point in the soundtrack [Laughs] and 

it's so like.  

 

[SH] So it's related more to the music then? 
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[DM] Yeah. Yeah.  

 

[SH] Okay.  

 

[DM] So it's taken from like a screenshot that I took of the movie and sent. This 

one was also done by Shelby.  

 

[SH] I can tell.  

 

[DM] Yeah, it's very her.  

 

[SH] Yes.  

 

[DM] So I like sent her the screenshot of [pause] the movie. Because I like went 

through like my favourite part of the soundtrack, which is where [pause] Hiccup86 

properly flies Toothless87 for the first time and the music is just incredible.  

 

[SH] I think I know what scene you're talking about.  

 

[DM] It's the bit that’s like [sings tune]. And it's just, ah! It's so cool. He's like 

sweeping through all the rocks and stuff. 

 

[SH] Right. 

 

[DM] Yeah.  

 

[SH] It's a powerful scene, that one, too.  

 

 
86 The film’s main character 
87 Hiccup’s dragon 
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[DM] Oh yeah. Oh, it's… 

 

[SH] Such a good film.  

 

[DM] …like goosebumps.  It's so good. But yeah. I really, really love the music in 

that bit. And it was like something that I would listen to, like on my way to school, 

to like hype me up for the day and get me like less depressed and be like, ‘Ooh, let's 

be happy’. [Laughs]  

 

[SH] How old were you when this came out?  

 

[DM] Oh god, I don't know. [pause] I can't even remember like the first time I saw 

it. Like, it's just kind of ingrained in my mind. But like, when I was like listening 

to soundtrack a lot, I would've been like twelve or thirteen.  

 

[SH] Okay.  

 

[DM] And I just listened to it like the whole way through school as well. I still listen 

to it sometimes. I’d just like sit and put on the soundtrack.  

 

[SH] Timeless.  

 

[DM] It's so good. It is. It's timeless. It's yeah. It's incredible. And this is just like 

my favourite part of the soundtrack and I just really wanted to get a tattoo of it. 

Because I wanted to get like [pause] Because I was really into dragons and stuff as 

well as dinosaurs and I wanted to get a dragon tattoo, but I didn't want to get like a 

stereotypical dragon tattoo.  

 

[SH] [Points to dragon tattoo on own forearm] 

 

[DM] I love that. It's so cool. I was looking at it earlier.  
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[SH] Thanks. 

 

[DM] Is that a How to Train Your Dragon one?  

 

[SH] [Shakes head] 

 

[DM] No, it's just a dragon? 

 

[SH] It's just a dragon. Yeah. Because there's so many fantasy stories that I love 

that involve dragons. Like I was a huge Skyrim nerd in high school, so.  

 

[DM] Yeah. Like me and one of my like oldest friends had like our first like sort of 

bonding thing was over a book of like Dragonology that she had. 

 

[SH] I had that book!  

 

[DM] Yes!  

 

[SH] I loved it. That contributed to mine. 

 

[DM] Yeah. Dragonology books. So, me and my friends. 

 

[SH] Those were great books. Yeah. They had like Egyptology, Alchemy. Yeah. 

 

[DM] Yeah. So, she had the Dragonology book and we would like go over to her 

house and make potions and big like baskets and stuff. And just like squirt all of 

the shampoo into like a big tub. And be like, ‘We're making a potion!’ and her mom 

was like, ‘Oh god’.  

 

[SH] Those books were iconic.  
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[DM] Yeah. So, I was very into dragons as a kid. And I had like an imaginary pet 

dragon.  

 

[SH] Do you remember its name?  

 

[DM] It was called Swish. 

 

[SH] Swish?  

 

[DM] Yeah.  

 

[SH] That's a good dragon in name.  

 

[DM] Yeah. And it lived on the cloud above my house.  

 

[Both laugh] 

 

[DM] I read a lot of books as a kid. [Laughs] 

 

[SH] Same.  

 

[DM] Yeah. I like wanted a dragon tattoo, but not like, not like a dragon tattoo, if 

you know what I mean? Like. 

 

[SH] Yeah. 

 

[DM] Yeah. So, I got the How to Train Your Dragon one because I love Toothless 

and he's friend shaped. [Laughs]88 

 
88 EI 2022.013, 00:24:28. 
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Dan, being himself a storyteller, has several tattoos relating to his favourite stories by others. 

Among the tattoos for The Phantom of the Opera, The Black Parade, and How to Train Your 

Dragon, Dan has two tattoos based on some of his favourite novel series, Sherlock Holmes and 

What Katy Did. Dan shares that the Sherlock Holmes books and 1940s films are some of his 

favourite stories. In honour of these stories, Dan has a scene from the Sherlock Holmes novel His 

Last Bow tattooed on his thigh. He shared with me that of all his tattoos, this one is his favourite.  

 

I have like prints that I got when I was like twelve 

or thirteen from the Sherlock Holmes Museum in 

London. Like I went there, but we didn't actually 

go into the museum because it's more of like 

Sherlock the TV show, the museum. And I'm 

more kind of into the books. But the shop there, it 

was great, like the gift shop. And I got like prints 

there and one of the prints was of this illustration, 

which is from His Last Bow, which was the last 

Sherlock Holmes story that Arthur Conan Doyle 

wrote. And it was like intended to be the last 

[pause] it wasn't the last one that he wrote 

chronologically. But he intended it to be the last. 

And then like, it was the one where he killed 

Sherlock and then there's like a public outcry.89 

 

Dan shares that this illustration is of Sherlock and Moriarty wrestling on the edge of the 

Reichenbach Fall, which ultimately results in them falling to their deaths. The next novel The 

 
89 EI 2022.013, 00:02:23. 

Figure 20: Dan's Sherlock Holmes tattoo. 
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Empty House, where Sherlock returns from the dead, is Dan’s favourite of the Sherlock Holmes 

series. He chose the scene above as it is the action that led to his favourite storyline in the series. 

Of reading His Last Bow, Dan shares,  

 

I remember when I was reading it the first time I was like, [Whispers] ‘Oh my God, 

what the fuck?’ [done whispering] […] It was like, ‘What is going on?’ Like, ‘This 

is insane’. Like ‘they've just killed Sherlock’ and then like the rest of the story is 

just entirely from Watson's perspective and it's [pause] it's really cool. Yeah, it's 

just, it's a really cool book. And I think it's a really cool and like intense illustration. 

Because the actual illustration is way bigger. It's got like a lot of like background. 

It's got the waterfall on the background and like cliffs. 90 

 

Dan shares that the original illustration that the tattoo is based on is much larger. However, 

Dan specifically wanted to focus on this struggle between Sherlock and Moriarty for this tattoo. 

Still wanting to use the style of a Victorian etching but needing to rework the image slightly to fit 

this desire, Dan worked with artist Liam Manson to reformat the image to work better as a tattoo. 

Below, Dan speaks of the process.  

 

It’s basically like his version of the etching. So, I sent him like a few reference 

photos and like the bit that I wanted to focus in on. And he found [pause] like a 

reference that was like a postage stamp [pause] that was like [pause] it was just a 

better picture of the two figures because the original illustration, because they're 

really small in the original. It was like a little bit hard to kind of work out where the 

actual figures were. So, he found like a postage stamp and basically did the image 

on the postage stamp, which was a kind of reimagined version, like of. It was like 

a redrawn version of the original etching. And he drew that in the style of the 

 
90 EI 2022.013, 00:04:22. 
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original etching. So, it's like, it's basically the same, but it's kind of [pause] He did 

his own version of it to make it translate better into a tattoo. 91 

 

Similar to my experiences with my castle and dragon tattoo, Dan can recall these stories each 

time he looks at his Sherlock Holmes tattoo. He can participate in that desire for entertainment and 

escapism. He can experience these stories in a micro form through the use of memory. Conversely, 

on his back, Dan has a tattoo that he cannot see without the use of a photo or a mirror for another 

beloved novel that has fed Dan’s desire for escapism. With this tattoo, rather than reliving the 

story, Dan is expressing his love for the narrative and themes within the What Katy Did novels.  

Though the What Katy Did novels is a well-known series, I had fortunately never heard of the 

stories. I say fortunately because this meant that I had the pleasure of listening to Dan’s summary 

of the stories. Through listening to Dan’s description, I was able to experience him as a storyteller 

and understand what within the books stood out to him. Originally published in the nineteenth 

century, we were able to laugh together at some of the antiquated ideas and practices that take 

place in the novels written for young girls. However, while we may find some of the storylines 

silly by today’s standards and ways of life, we can appreciate the whimsy and optimism at the 

heart of the stories. These qualities can be discerned in Dan’s following summary.  

 

[DM] There's the book, What Katy Did. There's What Katy Did at School and What 

Katy Did Next, which are like the three main books in that series and [pause] like. 

[pause] So the three of them are like about this girl called Katy who like gets into a 

horrific accident because she's swinging too high on her rope swing and like breaks 

her spine. And it's the eighteen hundreds. So, she just kind of lies in bed for three 

years and then is fine. But it's. 

 
91 EI 2022.013, 00:05:20. 
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[SH] A medical marvel.  

 

[DM] Yeah, a medical marvel. No. It's more than that, but like, I like summarizing 

it to that because it's funny. But it's basically about her learning to be like [pause] 

it's like her learning that like whatever happens to you, like it's how you deal with 

it that matters. Because like before like her accident, she was like really rebellious 

and like dirty all the time. And it was like [pause] it's from the eighteen hundreds. 

It's very like gender roles. But she was like, you know, she was dirty. She would 

get all her other like little brothers and sisters, like she would drag them into her 

nonsense and her mischief. She would terrorize her aunt and her and her father. 

And then she had the accident and she met this, like her cousin, who was also in an 

accident when she was younger and is now like permanently disabled. And like her 

cousin's called Helen and she's just like, she's an angel. Like she's always so good. 

She's like, she just lies there and is so pretty and prim and proper. [Laughs] Which 

like, it's like, there's so many problematic things about these books, but [pause] 

basically like [pause] the lesson that Cousin Helen teaches her, is that like, you can't 

just lie there being depressed for your entire life. Otherwise, no one is going to 

come in and visit you. Like people won't like you, if you don't like yourself and like 

you can't just kind of wallow and expect everyone else to do everything for you. 

And then that's when like Katy starts to be like, ‘Oh, okay. I'll start healing’ and 

then miraculously, she heals. [Laughs] But it's. 

 

 [SH] If you just think it better.  

 



Hubbel 70 

 

[DM] Yeah. If you just think it 

better, it'll be fine.  

 

[SH] So, is this her view from 

bed? What is the scene through 

this window?  

 

[DM] So, this is actually, that 

was just like the prologue. This 

is from the last two books in the 

series. So, there was five books 

in the series originally. The 

first three were still in print 

[pause] I don’t if they're still in 

print [pause] They were still in 

print for much longer than the 

last two. But the last two were 

about Katy's younger sister Clover, who was like the second eldest child, because 

she had like, I think seven brothers and sisters. So, the last two books were called 

Clover and In the High Valley. And it was [pause] the youngest brother fell through 

pond and got pneumonia. So, they had to take him out West so that he could be 

cured by the air. Again, eighteen hundreds.  

 

[SH] And where are they set?  

 

[DM] The last two are set in Colorado. 

 

[SH] Okay.  

 

[DM] The first two are set in like a fictional town on the East Coast of America. 

 

Figure 21: Dan's What Katy Did tattoo. Photo by Dan Morrison. 
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[SH] Okay. So very American Western.  

 

[DM] Yeah, no. They're very American. But yeah. So, the last two are set in 

Colorado, in like the mountains of Colorado and again, a fictional town. But it's just 

outside Denver. And it's like [pause] they go there expecting it to be like [pause] 

expecting to rough it and expecting to be like, ‘Oh, the town's only been there for 

fifteen years’ like, ‘there'll be nothing there’. And then they come there and they 

find out that it's like this amazing, like modern town with telephones and irrigation. 

[Laughs] And it's [pause] they even have like carts, like horse and carts [pause] 

And yeah. But it's just [pause] it's really nice because it's like the last two books are 

kind of a separate series of their own. And they're like a kind of coming-of-age 

thing for Clover because she has to like care for her brother and like take him out 

west. But then she meets this handsome cowboy and falls in love with the handsome 

cowboy. Her cousin does try to marry her at one point, but she doesn't marry the 

cousin. She marries the cousin's cowboy friend.  

 

[Both laugh] 

 

[DM] The cousin marries her other sister. Again, lots of problematic things.  

 

[SH] Got to love the eighteen hundreds. 

 

[DM] Got to love the eighteen hundreds. [Laughs] But it's basically like [pause] 

when I was a kid and I was reading this, I was like, ‘Oh my god, this is the coolest 

place in the universe’ because of just the way that it describes the High Valley, 

which is like where the Cowboys live, which is what this tattoo is of. It's of like the 

view from the window of the High Valley. So, like when, when Clover first moves 

there, or when she first visits there, it's like just a single shack that's like inhabited 

by men and it's very clumsy. And like when the women come up to visit, they like 

shove as many flowers in a glass as possible, which is like what this is supposed to 

represent. [Points to flowers in tattoo] 
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[SH] Okay. 

 

[DM] Because there was like [pause] there's like a bit in the book where they talk 

about how like [pause] she comes into the bedroom and they've put like a single, 

like tea towel on the shelf to make it like a dressing table and like a glass that they've 

just stuffed full of flowers, like so many of them. 

 

[Both laugh] 

 

[DM] And it's like, it's really clumsy, but it's really sweet. And it's [pause] yeah, I 

don't know. It's just [pause] it has a really nice view of masculinity. I think with 

Jeffrey who's like Clover's English cowboy, boyfriend. He's from Devonshire. And 

it's [pause] just really sweet because he [pause] like because Clarence, her cousin, 

is like the American and he's trying to like woo her and like flirt with her and stuff. 

And she's like, ‘You're my cousin. That's weird’, which is, I guess kind of 

progressive for the time.  

 

[SH] Very. 

 

[DM] Very, yeah… She's basically like, ‘You're my cousin. That's weird. I'll set 

you up for my sister though’.  But that's a whole other part that I just kind of ignore. 

Because like Jeffrey, like the cowboy, like he comes and visits her, like when she's 

living alone, like when, Phil is off riding horses and having his best life. Like he 

comes and visits her and like helps her around the house and like they put up 

wallpaper and stuff together and fall in love and it's all very cute. And then she 

moves up and they like build more cabins and eventually like, by the end of the last 

book, like her whole family is like living up there with her in the mountains of 
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Colorado. And it's just really sweet. And it was just like, it was very much a source 

of like escapism for me when I was a kid.92 

While Dan’s tattoos shown in this chapter are largely expressions of escapism and fandom, not 

all of his tattoos that fall into the genre of ‘stories by others’ serve only this purpose. His Phantom 

of the Opera music box tattoo, as described in ‘A Diary on Skin’, exists to mark a moment in time 

and a pivotal moment in his musical journey. Dan’s Black Parade tattoo, as described in 

‘Therapeutic Healing’, both describes a difficult period in his life but also acts as a tool for healing.  

Similarly to Dan, while I have tattoos that exist for me 

purely for this idea of celebration of interest, I have others that 

hold meaning far beyond the story they are illustrating. As a 

part of my fantasy sleeve, I have a replication of a membership 

tattoo from one of my favourite fantasy novels, Six of Crows 

by Leigh Bardugo. The crow and cup tattoo is the signet of the 

Dregs, a street gang comprised of misfit teens who live at the 

bottom of society in an Amsterdam inspired Industrial-era city. 

I wear my tattoo on the inside of my bicep, the same location 

as the characters in the novel. I read this novel shortly after I 

finished my bachelor’s degree and moved back to my 

hometown, a place that for me is a source of misery. I was physically and emotionally in an 

incredibly lonely place, living over three-hundred miles away from my closest friends. At the time 

of reading Six of Crows, the idea of a bunch of young people who felt like they had nowhere they 

belonged getting together and creating a found family resonated with me. This tattoo is a 

 
92 EI 2022.013, 00:42:50. 

Figure 22: My Six of Crows tattoo. 



Hubbel 74 

 

celebration of my own group of formerly misfit best friends as much as it is for the book it comes 

from. At the time of getting the tattoo, I was missing them desperately.  

 

Tattoos that translate stories by others have the power do to that which any other tattoo may 

do. They can be used to mark landmark moments in one’s life, express interests and identity, 

engage in the healing process, and more.  
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Self-Defined Identity 
‘Narratives encompassing the self, reveal that tattoos play an 

important function in reflexive self-construction.’ - Mary Kosut93 

 
Some people use tattoos as a way to express their identity, be that reflections of self in tattoos, 

cultural expressions, aesthetic choices, showing their interests, and more. Enid Schildkrout says, 

‘[T]he body, as a canvas is not only the site where culture is inscribed but also a place where the 

individual is defined and inserted into the cultural landscape’.94 Through tattoo, we are able to 

choose how we are defined, what the outside world sees. There is so much choice in tattoo. We 

have choice over style and placements. We can choose where an outside eye is first drawn. We 

can choose how much or how little of ourselves others can discern about who we are through our 

skin. Tamara Santibañez writes, 

 

Tattooing is a powerful form of metamorphosis. It can mark a coming of age or a 

turning point in one’s life. The exchange of a tattoo with a friend or loved one is a 

unique and special way to bond. Tattooing can be transformative — a way to create 

a new version of yourself. A tattoo can be a coping strategy, a manifesto, a bold 

declaration. Tattoos are armor. Being able to access these types of expression can 

make us feel more free as individuals, and affirms the values that bring us into 

ourselves.95 

 

In writing this chapter, I would be remiss not to acknowledge past Western depictions of those 

with tattoos as ‘other’ or deviant. While these perspectives are not the purpose of this study and 

have actively been argued against by my contributors, perception of deviance still contributes to 

 
93 Kosut, 96. 
94 Schildkrout, 338. 
95 Santibañez, 3. 
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the conversation surrounding tattoos and identity. Both Mary Kosut96 and Enid Schildkrout97 

reference Margaret DeMello’s 1995 writing ‘The Carnivalesque Body: Women and Tattoos’ and 

the topic of deviance. They claim that some participate in tattooing as an ‘act of deviance’ to 

coincide with an overall lifestyle choice, but tattoos themselves are not an inherent act or signifier 

of deviance.  

While tattoos are not an inherent signifier or deviance or otherness, there are some who 

embrace these fading stereotypes, Dan being one of them.  

 

I like to keep my tattoos looking as though I could be a circus freak from the 1800s 

or something. I adore old photos and tintypes of 'The Tattooed Man' and stuff like 

that. I relate it to the fact that I often feel like an outcast from society, as did the 

people back then, but the common thread is art on our bodies […] I love those so 

much because they were just like, ‘Oh circus freaks!’, which is like how I feel quite 

a lot of the time being a trans person living in Britain. [Laughs] You know? Hard 

not to feel like a circus freak. 98 

 

Similarly to Dan, I choose to depict my tattoos through a Victorian gothic art style as a way to 

reflect an ‘alternative’ identity. It is a way for me to embrace the fact that I have not always ‘fit in’ 

with my peers and a celebration of my love for the macabre.  

Each of my contributors expressed the ways in which their own tattoos reflect their sense of 

self and help them define their own identities for themselves. The following stories will illustrate 

how they and those close to them use tattoos to define and express their identity.  

 
96 Kosut, 86. 
97 Schildkrout, 336. 
98 EI 2022.013, 01:10:55. 
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 Alanna shares that her tattoos help her to creatively express not only her identity but her 

values and history. She shares,  

 

My tattoos are, as I say so far, I don't have any of that are just like pretty ones sort 

of thing, but I do plan to in the future. But I think that all of mine so far are a part 

of my identity. They're all sort of parts of different stages of my life and who I am 

sort of thing […] I think tattoos do say a lot about your identity, whether that's you 

want to identify as someone who just looks intimidating, or if you want identify as 

someone that just looks cool, or you want to identify as like you're still that kid at 

heart sort of thing, or whether you want it to be something more meaningful and 

stuff. I think tattoos have a really big influence on who you are. They're really a 

way of expressing yourself, and your interests, and just like your vibe, and your 

aesthetic, and everything.99 

 

In addition to her own tattoos, Alanna shares the story of her brother’s only tattoo. As a joke 

on holiday, he got ‘a little badger on his bum’. She shares, ‘He gets called ‘Badger’ all the time 

because he's got pigmentation in his hair. So, you know how like badgers have like the streak of 

white sort of thing? And so, yeah, he's got like a streak of white in his hair. Bless him.’100 Alanna’s 

brother has a tattoo that reflects identity through a name. However, with this placement, her 

brother’s tattoo is not likely one that broadcasts his identity to the world. Rather, it is likely an 

intimately held expression of identity for himself and those close to him.  

Similar to my own story of self-acceptance, Dan shares that tattoos also help him feel more 

connected to his body.  

 

 
99 EI 2022.012, 00:31:47. 
100 EI 2022.012, 00:24:54. 
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My tattoos help me feel more connected to my body. Like, every time I get a new 

tattoo, I just feel so much better about like my relationship with my body and like 

how I look at myself. Just because I think, especially with being trans, there's a lot 

of disconnect there, and a lot of trauma there, yeah. [Laughs] Which is just like a 

lot to get into, but I'm just like, ‘Yeah. Okay. This is something I can control and 

it's, it looks cool. And it makes me feel better about myself’. Just because they look 

cool as fuck. Like even without the meaning, like they're just so cool.101 

 

Dan also uses tattoos to help express his masculinity. He shares that having a calf tattoo helps 

to validate him as he frequently notices this tattoo placement on other men. 

 Mary Kosut claims, ‘Tattooed people also demonstrate an understanding of various ways their 

bodies are culturally constructed and read by others in the course of everyday interaction. For 

some, the act of tattooing allows the possibility of owning the body, in addition to living within 

it’.102 This is true for Jasmin, for whom tattoos have become a way for her to determine what 

people notice of her skin. 

 

It’s always been like a way to like reclaim my skin because I've suffered from like 

horrible eczema ever since I was little. And I was always bullied because of my 

skin. And like I was left out because like, ‘oh might catch it’ or something like that. 

And I was like [pause] I was always like so worried like people are going to stare 

at me or like they're going to always make comments or something. And then once 

I like started getting tattoos, I was like, ‘I'm reclaiming my skin back’. It's like, 

‘Yeah, you can stare’ like because I have something to stare around kind of thing. 

And it's just kind of been like really liberating in a way as well with like, I can do 

like my skin doesn't define me. But now it's like, it’s the tattoos not like my skin 

condition […] It's like just my way of like reclaiming it and like kind of deciding 

 
101 EI 2022.013, 01:01:10. 
102 Kosut, 96. 
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what people are going to be looking at and noticing about my skin rather than my 

skin doing that for people.103 

 

Tattoos help to grant people agency over their own identity. They allow us to choose how we 

want to express ourselves and often how we want to be perceived. Tattoos are a way to project the 

pieces we want to share about ourselves out to the world, to direct the eye, and to claim or disavow 

membership among groups or society at large.  

  

 
103 EI 2022.014, 00:41:40. 
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Conclusions 

 
There are many ways in which people use tattoos to tell stories. They can be used as a method of 

preserving moments in time and tracking our life story as one would with a diary. Additionally, 

they can be used to reflect and define our own identities, interests, and values. They can be a way 

to share stories and pieces of media that we hold close to ourselves. They can be pivotal for some 

in the healing process, helping people cope with grief, struggles with mental health, and more.  

There are also many ways in which these stories can be told. They can be spoken and 

openly shared with others, exist purely as stories illustrated through imagery, or held intimately 

for ourselves. We can share these stories with tattoo artists, who are often audience members to 

people’s stories surrounding their tattoos. These stories and the ways in which we tell them may 

even change or time or with each telling. Regardless of the ways in which we tell tattoo stories or 

the topics these stories centre around, tattoos are a powerful tool for storytelling in many people’s 

lives.  
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Figure 7: The kayak tattoo I have drawn for my mother in memoriam of our 

cousin. Illustration by Sydney Hubbel. 

Figure 8: Alanna's pawprint tattoo. Photo by Alanna Magee-Shamaan. 

Figure 9: Fang and owl tattoos. Photo by Irán Ortiz. 

Figure 10: Dan's Black Parade tattoo. Photo by Sydney Hubbel. 

Figure 17: Alanna's panda tattoo. Photo by Alanna Magee-Shamaan. 

Figure 11: My dragon and castle tattoo. Photo by Sydney Hubbel. 

Figure 12: Dan's How to Train Your Dragon tattoo. Photo by Sydney Hubbel. 

Figure 20: Dan's Sherlock Holmes tattoo. Photo by Sydney Hubbel. 

Figure 21: Dan's What Katy Did tattoo. Photo by Dan Morrison. 

Figure 22: My Six of Crows tattoo. Photo by Sydney Hubbel. 

 

  



Hubbel 82 

 

Bibliography 

 

Eriksson, Henrik, Mats Christiansen, Jessica Holmgren, Annica Engström, and Martin 

Salzmann-Erikson, ‘Nursing Under the Skin: A Netnographic Study of Metaphors and 

Meanings in Nursing Tattoos’, Nursing Inquiry, 21, no. 4 (2013), 318-26 

 

Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, Barbara, ‘Authoring Lives’, Journal of Folklore Research, 26, no. 2 

(1989), 123-49 

 

Kosut, Mary, ‘Tattoo Narratives: The Intersection of the Body, Self-Identity, and Society’, 

Visual Studies, 15, no. 1, 79-100 

 

Le Bigre, Nicolas, ‘Talking About “Home”: Immigrant Narratives as Context for TCKs’. In 

Migration, Diversity, and Education: Beyond Third Culture Kids, ed. By Saija Benjamin and 

Fred Dervin (Helsinki: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015), 121 – 42 

 

Lee, Jessica, ‘The Power of Texts and Images in My Chemical Romance’s The Black Parade’, 

UBC English Students’ Association, <https://www.ubcenglish.com/2486-2> [accessed 20 

August 2022] 

 

My Chemical Romance, The Black Parade, (Burbank: Reprise, 2006) 

 

Santibañez, Tamara, Could this be Magic: Tattooing as Liberation Work (Portland: Afterlife 

Press, 2020) 

 

Sanibañez, Tamara, ‘About’, Tamara Santibañez, <http://tamarasantibanez.com/about> [accessed 

11 August 2022] 

 

Schildkrout, Enid, ‘Inscribing the Body’, Annual Review of Anthropology, 33 (2004), 319-44 

https://www.ubcenglish.com/2486-2

