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Introduction


Tattooing is an art that has endured the test of time, for it is both primal and universal. From the shores of the Nile to the Pacific islands of Polynesia, and further still to China’s Taklamakan desert, the act of marking flesh in a significant way was inherent. Early humans were intuitive, making sense of the world in their own way and finding meaning where they could. Every part of nature was a canvas on which to ruminate and draw, so it was only natural to represent their beliefs upon the skin.


The discovery of Ötzi the Iceman, on the Italian–Austrian border, provides more proof of the eternal nature of the tattoo. This glacier mummy from the Copper Age was adorned with line markings in the most unique places. These tiny dots and crosses were positioned at ankle and knee joints and at the base of the spine, to cure the wear and tear of old age in what is likely the earliest form of acupuncture. Indeed, many early tattoos were created with a medicinal purpose in mind, symbols imbued with healing energy.


The inking of skin using implements crafted from bronze and flattened to a point might seem crude to the modern eye, but it was every bit as effective as today’s techniques and served a purpose. By marking themselves with symbols of power, our ancestors enhanced their experience of the world and formed a deeper connection with nature. They harnessed the energy of each carefully crafted motif, turning the tattoo into a talisman to attract their greatest desires and repel evil, creating a link between the sacred and mortal with a symbol.


In the pages of this book, you will find a selection of tattoo symbols from around the world, carefully chosen for their potency and spiritual meaning – motifs that have existed for thousands of years and continue to capture the imagination. Grouped by shape and style to make it easy for you to find what you are looking for, these iconic images cover an array of themes. You’ll learn their history and origins, along with any myths or folklore associated with them, and discover what makes them so special. Each symbol comes with key words which highlight its true meaning, along with a selection of designs for inspiration, and some ideas on how to wear it. It’s important to carefully research a tattoo design before you commit to it. Some of the symbols contained in these pages are considered sacred by their culture of origin, and it’s vital to respect the spiritual importance they hold, and understand any messages your tattoo design might communicate.


Whether you’re a symbol seeker, looking for your next tattoo and wanting to learn more about the tattoos you have, or hoping to broaden your portfolio of designs, you’ll find something of interest here. The spiritual nature of symbols lives on in the hearts and minds of those who choose to embellish their body with these emblems.







[image: An illustration of different types of tattoos.]






Description

The types are as follows. Black-and-grey realism: A portrait of a woman surrounded by flowers. Blackwork: An artwork of a horned animal with some gaps filled in. Celtic: Looped shapes. Fine-line: A feather. Japanese: A dragon with a couple of clouds. Watercolour: A coloured floral pattern in a soft manner. Neo-traditional: A coloured tattoo of an insect. Ornamental: An intricately decorated floral pattern. Western traditional: A ribbon wrapped around a sword piercing a heart.











[image: A symbol of an ankh with a looped top decorated with intricate motifs.]








1


Crosses and Lines


Since the beginning of time, humans have used tools to make their mark. From stone and flint to bone, wood and horn, they have shaped and crafted implements with which they could create lines in stone and sand. Those early civilizations would have taken note of the linear forms in nature: the skyline or the towering tree pointing upwards; the lithe and lengthy snake as it moves through the undergrowth. They would have seen these shapes and copied them, and once they mastered this, they progressed to crosses and more angular constructions with pointed ends.


These markings were eventually coupled with meaning, and given more significance, with the introduction of belief systems. Over time, narratives evolved, and shapes which may at first have been simple instructions, like an arrow to ‘move forwards’ or a method of bringing order to the world using lines to count the days, became powerful talismans and a way of evoking the gods. And so it was that lines and the symbols created from them were transformed into sacred emblems. This chapter introduces some of the most prominent. Featured in a variety of spiritual beliefs from around the world, these designs will catch your eye and help you see that simple can be significant and stylish too.









Cross


Faith | Hope | Strength | Guidance | Resurrection


[image: An illustration of a Cross.]


Sacred Origins


Greek, Roman,


Egyptian, Christian


Used Since


Stone Age


Tattoo Styles


Black-and-grey realism


Fine-line


Blackwork


Western traditional


A symbol of faith, hope and belief for many people around the world, the cross can be seen in myriad forms in architecture, artwork and mathematics.


A symbol of faith


While it is commonly associated with the Christian faith, in truth the cross predates this and has existed since the Stone Age. The first crude inscriptions of cross-like symbols can be seen in petroglyph drawings found in caves in Europe. Indeed, before the Christians adopted the symbol, it had a variety of forms and meanings.


From lightning bolts to bulls


The swastika, which first appeared in Eurasia, was an early interpretation of the cross. With crossed sticks which have ends that are at right angles, this motif was synonymous with peace and often associated with the Greek god Zeus. It was thought that the shape emulated his lightning bolts as they lit up the night sky. In its early incarnation this symbol was also a prominent feature in the Hindu faith. The tau was another version of an early cross. This simple marking which looks like the Greek letter ‘T’ has also been called the Cross of St Francis. Linked to the Roman god Mithras, whose cult worshipped in underground temples, the main practice of followers was the ritual slaughter of the bull to emulate an early myth associated with the god. Unsurprisingly, the tau has astrological ties to the zodiac sign Taurus (see here).


Compass and cross combined


It was the ancient Egyptians who played a key role in the belief that the cross was a symbol of rebirth. Their version, the ankh (see here), is based upon the cross shape in its simplest form and was synonymous with life, death and the afterlife. One of the most popular symbols at the time, it was adopted by the Coptic Christians of Egypt, who embraced the idea of life after death and took it as a symbol of faith and the resurrection of the son of God. When Emperor Constantine became the new ruler of the Roman Empire, Christianity was no longer outlawed and the cross of Christ, also known as the ‘wood of life’, became a common sight. The Celtic cross is another version of the early cross, similar to the ankh; it bears a circular nimbus which encircles the upper part of the cross and symbolizes a compass, to guide and promote movement and strength.




[image: Two illustrations of cross tattoos. In the first illustration, there are 16 different types of crosses. Some crosses are simple, while others are ornate. In the second illustration, a cross has curved ends and is decorated with intricate and ornate floral patterns.]




This selection of simple and more ornate crosses (top) demonstrates the many different styles associated with this symbol. Crosses are commonly associated with hope, faith, honour and unity. The ornate floral decoration on this Christian-style cross (bottom) signifies faith and beauty.










[image: Two symbols of the cross. In the first symbol, lilies surround a simple, plain cross. In the second symbol, the ornate cross has butterfly wings on either side.]




Lilies surrounding a cross (top) add purity to this symbol of faith, while combining the cross with a butterfly (bottom) can signify a journey to spiritual awakening.












How to wear it


The beauty of the cross is that it can be tattooed in a number of ways, from ornate and elaborate interpretations – frequently seen in black and grey – to simple linear executions, often tattooed on fingers or even tucked discreetly on the ribs. The Celtic cross, with its knotwork patterning, is a popular choice for those seeking guidance and strength, while simpler versions imbue the wearer with peace and compassion.




[image: A symbol of a cross with sharp ends and intricate Celtic-style patterns.]




A cross decorated with Celtic-style patterns can signify Irish connections.












Anchor


Stability | Strength | Balance | Hope | Faith


[image: An illustration of a Anchor.]


Sacred Origins


Christian, Greek


Used Since


End of the 1st century


Tattoo Styles


Western traditional


Fine-line


Blackwork


Synonymous with stability, strength and hope, the anchor is a popular choice of tattoo, often worn to show that a person has reached a state of balance.


A nautical link


Originally sported by sailors, who first started tattooing it in the late 18th century as a way of showing their love for the sea, the anchor was a symbol of achievement and associated with those who had sailed across the Atlantic Ocean.


Hidden meanings


First invented by the ancient Greeks, who used a bucket filled with stones to hold their vessels in place upon the seabed, the anchor evolved over time and now comes in a range of designs and shapes but all with the same purpose – to provide support, safety and stability. To early Christians, the anchor was used as a hidden symbol to represent the cross and a way of showing their faith. Indeed, anchors were discovered carved into ancient catacombs near Rome, and have since been used on gravestones as a way of declaring that someone is steadfast in their beliefs.


How to wear it


Traditional iterations of the anchor include a bold outline and classic colour palette; in contrast, fine-line interpretations transform this recognizable symbol into a more elegant form. Either style is often seen accompanied by flowers and/or a banner displaying a loved one’s name. This symbol works well on prominent areas of the arms and legs, the forearm being a popular choice.




[image: Three illustrations of anchor tattoos. In the first illustration, there are four anchor symbols looped with ribbon and rope, plain and carved with a heart symbol. In the second and third illustrations, a squid and a serpent are wrapped around an anchor. ]




Traditional anchor tattoos (left column) denote strength and stability. The addition of a squid (top right) or a serpent (bottom right) provides a link to the power of the natural world.












Dagger


Honour | Courage | Loyalty | Freedom | Power


[image: An illustration of a Dagger.]


Sacred Origins


Egyptian, Roman,


Norse, Celtic, Sikh


Used Since


Stone Age


Tattoo Styles


Western traditional


Neo-traditional


Fine-line


Blackwork


A complex and intriguing symbol, the dagger has a long history of use dating back to the Stone Age.


Cloak and dagger


The first daggers were crudely fashioned from flint, horn and bone, and served a purpose – enabling early humans to hunt. During the Bronze Age, daggers were fashioned from copper and had evolved in shape and function; being symmetrical and double edged, they were used in close proximity but could also be tied to spears to make a savage throwing weapon. By the dawn of the Iron Age, daggers transformed again and became sturdier, cast from iron and steel. This made them more practical and easily concealed, the perfect illustration of the 18th-century phrase ‘cloak and dagger’, meaning to deceive or behave surreptitiously.


From practical to ornate


Every civilization had its version of these miniature swords. Nordic warriors carried seax, which were hardy and functional, while the soldiers of Rome kept a pugio about their person. These shorter blades were an emergency backup to the less manageable sword. The ancient Egyptians were the first to consider the look of the dagger, crafting them from gold for use in their temples in ritual sacrifices, and over time this concept grew. Daggers became less about weaponry and more symbolic in appearance. Elaborately decorated with jewels and ornate carvings, they were emblems of wealth and status. The South Asian katar is a good example of this, often used in worship and given as a sacred gift. With its ‘H’-shaped grip and shorter, punchier blade, this ceremonial tool is carefully engraved and often fashioned from gold or silver, while the Sikh kirpan, a small, curved dagger worn in a sheath and strap, is a reminder to the bearer of their duty to protect and serve humanity. It symbolizes power and the need to fight injustice and oppression while showing compassion for others.


Synonymous with loyalty and strength of spirit, the dagger may have been used in numerous crimes throughout history, but its main purpose has always been to defend those in need and stand up for what is right and honourable.


How to wear it


Dagger tattoos are often slender, meaning they work well when tattooed on the forearm or lower leg. While some people wear them as they are, many choose designs that combine daggers with other elements to highlight the positive connotations of this symbol. For example, a heart accentuates courage or the trials of love, while the addition of a rose may illustrate honour, pride or courage. Daggers work well in black and grey, a traditional palette, or psychedelic colours. The dagger can be rendered to suit almost any request the wearer might have.




[image: Two symbols of a dagger. In the first symbol, a dagger has butterfly wings. In the second symbol, a dagger pierces a heart and is wrapped in a ribbon.]




Two traditional tattoo images: the butterfly is a symbol of transformation, while the heart suggests strength and protection.










[image: Three illustrations of dagger tattoos. In the first illustration, there is a plain dagger and daggers piercing flowers and a shield in flames. In the second illustration, a dagger pierces a skull with a serpent. In the third illustration, a dagger plunges into flames.]




The skull combined with serpent and dagger (top right) implies power over death and suggests this is a symbol of protection. Daggers plunging into flames (bottom right and left) suggest courage and strength.










[image: Three illustrations of dagger tattoos. In the first illustration, three daggers are piercing a flaming heart, a serpent head and a space. In the second illustration, a dagger pierces a heart with an evil eye. In the third illustration, a serpent is wrapped around a dagger.]



Three small daggers (left column), each piercing an object or creature, denote power and courage. A dagger penetrating a heart (top right) implies heartache, while the evil eye repels harm, suggesting that this symbol is a talisman to keep bad luck at bay. The dragon/serpent entwined around a blade (bottom right) enhances this symbol’s power.










Description

Five illustrations of dagger tattoos. In the first three illustrations, there are daggers piercing a flaming heart, a serpent head and a piece of cloth. In the fourth illustration, a dagger pierces a heart with an evil eye. In the fifth illustration, a serpent is wrapped around a dagger.








Feather


Peace | Faith | Freedom | Spirituality | Guidance


[image: An illustration of a Feather.]


Sacred Origins


Egyptian, Native


American, Christian


Used Since


Dawn of time


Tattoo Styles


Fine-line


Black-and-grey realism


Ornamental


Rooted in spiritual significance, the feather is widely acknowledged as a symbol of peace, purity and hope.


The element of air


The feather represents a lightness of being which comes with faith and spiritual development. This is not surprising when you consider its structure. Delicate fibres combine to form this airy tool that provides insulation and can assist a bird’s flight. No wonder it’s synonymous with the element of air.


A spiritual totem


In many Indigenous cultures, feathers are held in high regard, providing a spiritual link to each specific bird and connecting the wearer to the creator. In Christianity, they are a symbol of faith and often seen as a sign that angels are present. It’s a common belief throughout the world that feathers are a gift from lost loved ones in spirit. Ancient Egyptians believed feathers were significant in matters of justice and honour. Their goddess of truth, Maat, was thought to wield an ostrich feather, which she used to weigh the souls of the dead.


Shamanic tools


The Celts also held feathers in high regard. They associated them with the Irish goddess of summer and wealth, Áine. This beautiful deity was depicted wearing a cloak of pure white swan feathers and was thought to be able to shape-shift into a bird. Druidic priests borrowed this look for their shamanic journeys, often donning a cloak adorned with bird feathers for the practice. As such, feathers in any shape and form were seen as tools to transcend other realms.



How to wear it


Often intricate in style, but working equally well in a bold, traditional style, the meaning of this tattoo can change depending on where on the body it is tattooed. A single feather on the arm or wrist usually indicates a sense of freedom and peace. Larger feathers on the back can be used to form a design representative of angel wings, which are synonymous with protection and guidance. The feather is also a way for the wearer to pay homage to their favourite bird without having the full animal tattooed on them.




[image: A multi-coloured symbol of feathers arranged in the form of wings. ]




Feathers depicted as a part of full wings, in particular angel wings, emphasize protection and guidance.










[image: A symbol with feathers, beads and circles arranged in the form of an ornament.]




A decorative tattoo design featuring feathers and other elements speaks of those classic feather associations: freedom, peace, spirituality and faith.










[image: Five symbols of a feather. The symbols include a simple feather, an ornate feather, an arrow piercing a feather, birds flying from a feather and feathers arranged in the shape of an eye.]




The arrow piercing a feather (top right) suggests direction and enhances the theme of guidance, while the birds (bottom left) denote freedom and faith in their flight. A feather image in the shape of an eye (bottom right) watches over the wearer. This is a symbol of spiritual protection and guidance.












Ankh


Afterlife | Resurrection | Rebirth | Strength | Protection


[image: An illustration of a Ankh.]


Sacred Origins


Egyptian, Coptic


Christian


Used Since


c. 3150 BCE


Tattoo Styles


Fine-line


Blackwork


Ornamental


The ancient Egyptians believed that the hieroglyphic symbol of the ankh could imbue a person with a long life, also offering protection and guidance.


The key to eternal life


Dating back to the Early Dynastic period of ancient Egypt, the ankh, otherwise known as the ‘key of life’ or the ‘cross of life’, is a symbol with a contradictory history. This simple motif featuring a traditional cross with a loop at the top was associated with a number of key deities and was often carried or worn as an amulet. A symbol of eternal life and the journey of the soul as it moves on to the afterlife, it was also revered by the Coptic Church of Egypt when it emerged in around the 4th century BCE. This ancient school of Christianity embraced the link between the ankh and the resurrection of Christ, which is thought to have influenced the creation of the Christian cross.


Footwear to belt buckles


There are a number of theories as to where the ankh originated from. The famous Egyptologist Sir Alan H Gardiner believed the symbol evolved from the strap of a type of sandal which would have been worn at that time. The loop at the top of the cross was a representation of the strap as it curved around the ankle, while the Egyptian word for sandal, nkh, forms part of its name. Other scholars disagree with this theory, believing that the sigil is based upon ‘the knot of Isis’, also known as the tyet, a prominent belt buckle for a girdle belonging to the goddess of magic and healing. The girdle was associated with female genitalia and fertility, linking it to the source of all life, which is at the core of the ankh’s power.


Tomb paintings show a number of deities wielding the symbol, including the goddess of justice and balance, Maat; the god of the dead, Anubis; and the great god Osiris. As the narratives in these depictions unfold, it’s clear the ankh was used to revive the souls of the dead, being placed upon the lips of the deceased in a bid to raise them from eternal sleep.


How to wear it


This is a popular tattoo choice because it is malleable and works well on many parts of the body. The ankh is most commonly tattooed in solid black, or black and grey if more embellishment is added, and is often seen as a small to medium-sized tattoo. The ankh can be combined with script and other symbols like the Eye of Horus (at the centre of the ankh design, left) – this combination amplifies the strength and power of the original symbol.




[image: Three illustrations of ankh tattoos. In the first illustration, the ankh is represented as scratches, a simple line drawing and with a simple pattern. In the second illustration, the ankh has mandala motifs. In the third illustration, the ankh is in the middle of a pattern resembling the Sun.]




The Egyptian ankh (left column) symbolizes life or eternal life. A mandala-style ankh (top right) with ornate decoration denotes spiritual rebirth and the cycles of life. An ankh within a circular pattern that resembles the sun (bottom right) is associated with strength of spirit and new life.










[image: An ankh symbol with intricate patterns, the eye and a scarab beetle.]




A symbol of protection and strength, the eye and scarab beetle combined make this ankh a powerful talisman to repel evil.










[image: An ankh symbol with a scarab beetle in the centre and wings for the arms.]




An ankh incorporating a scarab signifies protection and safe passage for the dead.












Arrow


Movement | Focus | Courage | Resilience | Achievement


[image: An illustration of a Arrow.]


Sacred Origins


African


Used Since


18th century


Tattoo Styles


Fine-line


Blackwork


Western traditional


A symbol of movement, action and direction, the image of an arrow can carry many meanings.


A tool for survival


To truly understand the weight of this symbol’s meaning, we must step back in time to when arrows were first used as a tool for hunter-gatherers. Crudely shaped from flint and stone, those early arrowheads made the difference between life and death, allowing humans to hunt for sustenance and protect themselves from some of the larger carnivorous beasts. This alone imbues the motif with courage and resilience.


The oldest known examples are remnants of arrows found at Sibudu Cave in South Africa. These prehistoric tools were crafted from bone around 61,000 years ago. While there’s a long history of arrow use, the symbol itself has been in existence for around 400 years. It was in the 18th century that it made its first appearance in a set of engineering papers, where it indicated the flow and direction of a waterwheel.


How to wear it


Depending on how the arrow is tattooed, different meanings are implied. Crossed arrows indicate an alliance between tribes or, in a modern context, between friends. A broken arrow is considered a symbol of peace, while an arrow pulled back in its bow can indicate the wearer is facing a struggle.


The arrow is a hugely versatile tattoo design: it can be used as the perfect ‘gap filler’, or it can be tattooed to appear as if it is piercing the skin, through one side of the neck and out of the other, for example.




[image: Five symbols of an arrow. The symbols include one half of a bulls-eye target to the left of an arrow, an arrow piercing a woman’s chest, a bow and an arrow, an arrow piercing a crescent Moon and three arrows piercing a crescent Moon with intricate motifs.]




An arrow piercing the chest (top middle), signifies courage despite heartache, and that the wearer will prevail against the odds. Arrows depicted with the crescent moon (bottom left and right), suggest a mystical focus and give each symbol intuitive significance.












Staff of Asclepius


Medicine | Healing | Purification | Peace | Victory


[image: An illustration of a Staff of Asclepius.]


Sacred Origins


Roman, Greek


Used Since


8th century BCE


Tattoo Styles


Fine-line


Blackwork


Black-and-grey realism


The staff or rod of Asclepius, also known as the asklepian, features a heavy wooden staff entwined by a snake, used to represent medicine and healing since 800 BCE.


Two snakes or one?


The staff of Asclepius is often confused with the caduceus (from the Greek word meaning ‘herald’s wand’). The caduceus had two serpents intertwined along the length of the staff and belonged to the Greek messenger god Hermes, while the staff of Asclepius belonged to the Roman god of healing, who then transmuted into a Greek deity.


God of medicine and healing


According to legend, Asclepius was originally a mortal man and a keen physician with an aptitude for medicine. He later became a deity and son of the sun god Apollo. With the ability to heal and even raise the dead, Asclepius was much loved by the ancient Romans and Greeks, and a cult soon evolved around his worship which spread throughout Europe during the 5th century BCE. Followers would gather at sacred temples to perform various rites and conduct healing and purification rituals. These places became a font of medical knowledge, and over time patients gathered and participated in curative practices, many of which involved the use of snakes, a nod to Asclepius’s rod.


Interestingly, snakes were believed to have healing properties, mainly because of their ability to shed their skin and be ‘reborn’.




[image: Three symbols of the staff of Asclepius. A snake is wrapped around a staff. The symbols include a simple representation of the staff, a simple representation of the staff with wings on the top and a detailed representation of the staff.]




The rod of Asclepius (top left and right) is associated with medicine and healing. Wings combined with the rod (bottom left) add spiritual significance and seek to enhance its healing power.










[image: A symbol of the staff of Caduceus with two snakes wrapped around a staff with a pair of wings on the top of the staff. ]


[image: A symbol of the staff of Caduceus with two snakes that have their mouths wide open wrapped around a staff with a pair of wings on the top of the staff.]




The staff of Caduceus – often confused with the rod of Asclepius – was carried by the Greek god Hermes. It is considered a symbol of peace and is synonymous with heralds and messengers.











Modern medical emblem


Asclepius, who was depicted as a bearded old man to reinforce his image as a learned scholar, was often pictured with his daughter Hygieia. She was the goddess of health, cleanliness and sanitation, and it is from her name that we get the word ‘hygiene’. She too favoured snakes in her healing practices and was associated with the bowl of Hygieia, a symbol for cleanliness and purification, which was adorned with a snake.
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