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WHAT IS THE AT TRACTION TO 
TRIBAL TAT TOO ART IN MODERN 

CULTURE?

“With Western Civilization crumbling down around our ears what could be 
so bad about putting on a little warpaint”?     -- Cliff Raven

          APPROPRIATION and TRANSFORMATION

The “not so new Tribalism”
          Over the past one hundred years the tradition of tattoo has transitioned from 
strictly “old school” style designs relating heavily to military, religious and biker tat-
toos to the more exotic styles adapted from other cultures. Some of these may range 
from the Japanese tradition of Irezumi, a traditional body suit style tattoo covering 
the entire body or sleeves, just the arms etc. The word literally translates to ‘insertion 
of ink under the skin’ or Kanji, which are characters of the japanese language that 
many foreigners believe can be translated into signs representing ‘Joy’ Faith’,etc. 
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 Kanjis are not really a traditional Japanese tattoo but more a style of tattoo. If you 
are getting a kanji be sure that what you are getting done is something that means a 
lot to you and is translated correctly. “ A big part of the appeal of the Japanese tradi-
tion is the abstract look of the background elements that frame and unify the sub-
jects of the mural style body pieces. We have noticed... that prime subject content 
often takes secondary importance over the clients desire to have it ‘look Japanese’ via 
the use of what have popularly come to be known as ‘wind bars’,‘finger waves’, etc.”. 
(Hardy, Tatootime  vol. 1 pg. 4) 

           So why is it that marking the body that has become so attractive to the West-
erner in todays culture? A tattoo is a permanent mark on the skin which is contrary 
to the way our society currently lives  We have disposable income, disposable cloth-
ing, containers, cameras, etc. Cars, computers, appliances and tools are made with 
plastic parts and meant to last only a few years. So how is it that we are willing to 
make a lifetime commitment to a mark on the skin? Is it because the family as we or 
our parents once knew it has changed so dramatically in so far as commitment is 
concerned that we are ready to commit to other things in our life? Divorce rates are 
high and many people choose not to marry.  The divorce rate in America for first 
marriage, vs second or third marriage, is 50% percent of first marriages, 67% of sec-
ond and 74% of third marriages end in divorce, according to Jennifer Baker of the 
Forest Institute of Professional Psychology in Springfield, Missouri (www.forest.edu). 
Another possibility is that we are willing to commit to a tattoo as a way of marking a 
specific time or event in our life, a way of remembering on the skin where we have 
been in our lives, a map of our personal histories, the journey of life.
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Pre-Technological Tattooing

Strong Graphic Statements      

                  “ The appeal of abstract or primary elements is at work in the mid-twentieth cen-
tury’s most popular tattoo design, the black panther”...the crawling form of the cat has an ideal 
design curvature to fit...body musculature. The form actua#y reflects dragon shapes decorating 
Chinese bronze and pottery vessels dating back thousands of years...that has been tattooed mil-
lions of times and continues to be popular”.( Raven, Tattootime vol.1 pg.4) 

       In Samoa and other Polynesian and Pacific Rim countries traditional tattooing 
tools consist of a rake with needles carved from bone or tortoiseshell, fixed to a 
wooden handle. The needles are dipped into a pigment made from the soot of burnt 
candlenut mixed with water or oil. The needles are then placed on the skin and the 
handle is tapped with a second wooden stick, causing the rake to pierce the skin and 
insert the pigment. The name Tatau comes from the sound of this tapping. In Samoa 
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Tatau is done by a tribal chief who is assisted by several men who stretch the skin so 
that the tool does not bounce off of the skin and allows full contact with the needles 
to puncture the skin and insert the ink. Art work is not chosen by the person being         
tattooed but comes from the chief doing the tatau. It may mark a rite of passage, a        
journey taken, a battle won ( an actual battle or an illness or loss). Tatau art of Samoa 
and Polynesia and New Zealand may differ from place to place but there is an under 
current that links them together as their voyages across the waters linked them to-
gether. A tradition of ritual, community and reciprocity.

     Cliff Raven, who owned Sunset Tattoo and later a book store in 29 Palms before 
he passed away in 2001, coined the phrase Pre-Technological in relation to tattooing, ( 
it is also referred to as ‘black graphic’ or ‘neo-tribal’). “The essential elements of the 
pre-tech style are the exclusive use of solid black forms and the concomitant abstrac-
tion of the subject matter from ‘slightly stylized’ to highly abstract and even beyond 
to totally nonrepresentational. The differences between the styles of peoples greatly 
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separated by time and space are much less impressive than the similarities; geometry 
cannot ultimately be parochial”.(Raven, Tattootime,vol. 1. pg.10) If we look at the 
history of Samoan tatau it was originally recorded by Germans who first settled in 
Samoa, “...(T)wo girls from Fiji swam ...to the island of Upola. They arrived in the vil-
lage there and called upon a family named Su’a...who welcomed the girls with the 
highest hospitality...and so they rewarded him with the tattooist title of Su’a”. (Su-
lu’ape, Tattootime vol.3 pg.104) Not everyone could have a tattoo it was decided by 
the tribal chief or elders, it was not until relatively recently that this changed. The 
high contrast of thick black abstract or geometric shapes and the longevity of the 
heavy black ink common to this type of tattoo are one of the aesthetic qualities that 
make this type of skin work attractive to both men and women.
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Technological Tattooing

Polychrome Detail

           Samuel O'Reilly invented the 
electric tattooing machine in 1891. 
O'Reilly im- proved upon an earlier 
tattoo machine invented by Thomas 
Edison that did not suc

Michael Malone

ceed commercially. “Tattoo machines work by using a hollow needle filled with per-
manent ink. An electric motor pushes the needle in and out of the skin at a rate of up 
to 3,000 punctures per minute. The tattoo needle inserts a small drop of ink about 1/     
8 of an inch below the surface of the skin each time.” (O’Reilly, pg.1) . A tattoo done 
with a machine is the most common commercial practice in the U.S. and Europe. 
When you walk into a tattoo shop the walls are usually covered with Flash, artwork, 
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that you can choose for your tattoo. It was common for a customer to choose some-
thing they saw pictured on the wall for their tattoo until relatively recently. Most 
people go into a shop with something in mind or they may even have brought their 
own artwork. Flash could be purchased at Tattoo Conventions or sometimes from a 
shop if the artwork was created by the artists in residence, however increasingly it is 
difficult to find flash at a convention as more and more tattoo artists are publishing 
books of their own flash and marketing them through their websites. The tattoo has 
become much more artistic and individualized since people have begun designing 
their own artwork or getting someone with more artistic ability to do the work for 
them. This has changed the commercial business of tattoo shops dramatically. In the 
past a stencil could be made off of the flash and the tattooers job was just a matter of 
copying the picture onto the skin and filling in the design. Now the bar is much 
higher in relation to  the artistic ability of the prospective tattoo artist. 

                                                                   

            “A tattoo is more than a painting on the skin; it’s meaning and reverberations cannot be         
comprehended without a knowledge of the history and mythology of it’s bearer. Thus it is a true 
poetic creation, and is always more than meets the eye. As a tattoo is grounded on living skin, so 
its essence emotes a poignancy unique to the mortal human condition”. (De Me#o, pg.1)

         In De Mello’s ethnography she refers to the ‘tattoo community’, “The shift in 
the customer base for U.S. tattooing, from almost exclusively working class begin-
nings to include many more middle class customers, has been treated by a number of 
scholars in recent years...These researchers note the change in demographics and the 
evolution of the tattoo itself, from a standardized, formulaic design executed by a 
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craftsman to a custom design executed by professionally trained artists”. (De Mello, 
pg.4)

  

                              RE-IDENTITY 

Definitions of the Self

                                 Tattoo your skin, firstborn child 

With the words of your ancestors 

Reaching into your past 

For a compass into the future

By Jean Tekura‟i‟moana Mason

          “The building of an identity towards self esteem through tatau designs. In the 
Cook Islands, tatau is the word used for tattoo. It signified status; it was the mantel 
of the Ariki (chiefly) class. The impact of the colonization of the Cook Islands re-
sulted in the loss of the ritual and art form.”(Ian George, pg.I) This passage was 
taken from a paper on re-identification for a youth program in the Cook Islands for 
at risk youths where the loss of ritual and art form due to colonization resulted in a 
lack of identity and self esteem. The loss of the ritual tatau was a result of a ban im-
posed by Christian missionaries which in turn brought with it a loss of cultural iden-
tification and tradition that had previously guided people through their lives. 

            It is my belief that a similar situation exists in our culture today. Most of our 
traditions in this country were based on religious or patriotic holidays that have be-
come so commercialized that they are often referred to as Ha#mark* Holidays. Todays 
society is constantly building and re-building the individuals identity based on the 
materialism that is so prevalent in our culture today. Whether it is through plastic 
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surgery to achieve the “perfect face or body’, or by the type of clothing we wear and 
the “toys’ we collect, the car we drive, the trips we take, the house we live in, what we 
do for a living...it all comes down to showing the world who we are materially. An-
other way of identifying ourselves is by what we wear on our skin. “In the early 1990’s 
journalists 

began writing about what they called a “tattoo renaissance”, which reflected not only 
a rise in the number of tattoo parlors, but also a rising interest in tattoos among the 
middle class including women. The shift was also aesthetic--for instance, tribal-style, 
“blackwork” tattoos, which look radically different than the tattoos generally used in 
America and Europe, were becoming increasingly popular”.(Pitts, pg.3) Victoria Pitts 
who wrote “In The Flesh” also sites De Mello’s work in her book and takes issue with 
De Mello’s statement that ‘the twentieth century was the “Golden Age” of tattooing 
in America and uses sociologist Clinton Sanders belief that by this time, “tattooing 
was firmly established as a definedly deviant practice in the public’s mind”(Pitts, 
pg.5). 

        My research revealed,  “A term that is apropos for categorizing extant sociologi-
cal research on tattooing is diversity, Mini-traditions have developed within the small 
body of literature on the subject, indicating that some of us have recognized the need 
for ‘concatenating’ (Stebbins 1992) research efforts on tattooing. The overall litera-
ture taps into myriad social uses, constructions, and experiences with tattoos”. (At-
kinson, pg.60) Since the three aforementioned books were published within a few 
years of each other ( the exception being Atkinson who originally published in 1971 
but re-released in 2003) I find it interesting that their views seem a bit dated only ten 
years later, but then we do live in a world which continues to change at an ever in-
creasing pace. regardless tattooing is alive and well and even more prevalent today. so 
back to the original question, what attracts us to the primitive or tribal aesthetic.
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AN ALLIANCE OF TECHNIQUES

Blackwork and Polychrome

               “The inventions of tools prepare them for specific situations and responses and  opti  
mize or “sharpen” their use for specific foreseen tasks. But more o(en the users are more creative  
than the innovators, and they apply them to more uses than what was origina#y intended”.(von 
Busch, pg.24)

          This brings us to a point where decisions must be made; the research has been 
done, the choices of available tools and styles are known, artists and artwork are ac-
cessible, the final decision is a commitment to a marking of the skin that will last 
forever, literally even after we are dead and buried in our grave (or skinned and 
framed as some of my friends have made provisions for in their wills ). So I know why 
I am attracted to tattoos and blackwork but my question involves not only me but others 
like me in that they are also tattooed. To narrow down the demographic I asked forty-three 
friends and strangers in the age group thirty-five to sixty-five in the area of West Hollywood 
and was surprised to find that the responses were all very similar. my questions were:

1. Do you have tattoos? If so how many do you have? 

         No:  0     Yes at least one:  43        Multiple tattoos:  35

2.     Are they multicolored or solid black or both?

         Multicolored: 4          Solid Black:  8           Both:  31

3.     Reasons for getting tattoo:

        Old Enough: 12         Life Event:  28          Other:  3

4.    Did you go in with a design in mind, your own artwork or had the tattoo artist design it? 
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        Design in Mind: 29             Own Artwork: 10           Artist Design It:  4

5.     Would you get another tattoo?

         Yes: 27              No: 7             Maybe:  9       

My research is by no means scientific, I knew at least two-thirds of the people questioned and 
the others were in my neighborhood where being tattooed is fairly common and there are 
many tattoo shops near by. What I did discover though was that aside from the initial an-
swers it appeared that it was all about the art and sometimes wanting a remembrance on 
their skin of an event, a person or simply as adornment but in every case the art was the 
most important thing. Obviously these responses are not something that is quantifiable at 
this point so I chose to look at surveys done over time:

The National Geographic News stated in April 2005 that 15% of Americans were tattooed 
(or approximately 40 million people.)

A 2006 a study done by the Journal of the American Academy of Dermatology found that 
24% of Americans be- tween 18 and 50 are tat-
tooed; that's almost one in four. And the survey 
showed that about 36% of Americans age 18 to 
29 have at least one tat- too.

Thirty-six percent of those ages 18 to 25, and 
40 percent of those ages 26 to 40, have at 
least one tattoo, ac- cording to a fall 2006 
survey by the Pew Re- search Center. 

         My own experi- ence with tattoos began 
twenty-three years ago, thr picture that follows 
is of the last tattoo that I had done.
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Artist: Bill Claydon

 This is a piece that is Polynesian blackwork overlain with a traditional Japanese spider mum 
and surrounded with wind bars, it covers the upper right quar-
ter of my back, it took twelve hours (one session) and was done in 
my home by my very dear friend Billy. He has been a tattooist 
since he was nine years old. He was my boyfriend when I was 
eighteen and his father’s shop was the first tattoo shop I had ever 
been to. I had seen the Tat- tooed Lady at the Circus along with 
the man they called the Human Pin Cushion, (the freak show was fascinating and frighten-
ing at the same time). Today Bill runs a very successful tattoo business in North Carolina, 
the majority of his clients are from the  military base in Fort Bragg  This was not my first 
tattoo...on my fortieth birthday Leo Zuletta tattooed a Punan Dyak design, that Cliff Raven 
had drawn, on the same 
shoulder. I had it 
lasered off in three ses-
sions to make room 
for this tat- too. Bill also 
did an anklet for me in a 
style called ‘Sacred Cal-
ligraphy’, it is a mantra 
“om mani padme hum”  
(Mani is my daughters’ 
name) and it wraps 
around my left ankle.  
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The piece that means the most to me is on my left hip and leg, it is a Samoan hand tapped 
tatau by tribal chief Su’a Su’lepe that I was very fortunate to receive in 2009. Lyle Tuttle was 
the first American to go to Samoa to be tattooed in 1947, he and Billy came with me to get 
my tattoo from S’ua, it was an amazing experience.

        

  

Artist Sua Su’lepe

DE - CLOSURE

Declension of the Paradigm
“The end should not be a closure, it should not finish at a point, demise through a deductive con-
clusion or become another wa# to enclose thought and practice. We must think of method as a 
tool to liberate )om closure and explode in a multiplicity of  lines of flight”.(von Busch, pg.64)

            During the course of writing this paper I have to acknowledge the inspiration 
that I was given by my instructor Professor Lung with the introduction of the paper 
“Post-script to Fashion-able” by Otto von Busch. It gave me permission to ‘color out-
side the lines‘ and end a paper in a way I believed a paper should always end, without 
closing the doors on the beginning of the engaging journey that you have just under-
taken.  He states that “We should not try to enclose but liberate new spaces for 
thought and action”, before leaving us with ‘action plans’:   
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• Reawakening  the Spirit: I am inspired to reawaken an interest in researching not only 
Samoan tatau but also Polynesian textiles that I had begun to think was financially 
unfeasible for me to pursue. And have created an action space in which to do it.

• Giving voice to the silent: The subject that I wish to study has no written history and 
this had discouraged me from pursuing it but by reaching out to the Samoan com-
munity via internet I believe it to be possible.

• Going through informal channels: I have bypassed the gatekeepers (financial) and made 
a plan of attack to achieve the knowledge that I thought was unattainable.

• Building Self-reliance:  By developing subsystems and additional lines of communica-
tions I am confident that my research is not only possible but doable.

• Mobilizing Resources: I have deconstructed online channels to where I have gotten in 
contact with two woman in Samoa who are sending me some cotton fabrics and 
one original “Siapo”, a traditional piece of Samoan barkcloth and have offered assis-
tance in locating historic resources and contacts for Tatau and Traditional textiles.
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