














Praise for Tattoo Monologues
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“After reading this book and reflecting on my own initial beliefs about tattoos, I am curious and intrigued. This book is transformative. Not only does it provide trauma survivors with the opportunity to verbalize the previously unspeakable, it also provides the reader with the opportunity to bear witness to another person’s pain and triumph.”


—Sandra Bloom, MD


“Tattoo Monologues sends a powerful message to tattooed trauma survivors like me. We don’t have to cower in the shame of our trauma. We don’t have to hide our ink. They are a part of our story.”


—Meagan D Corrado, DSW


“The tattoo can be like writing a book telling one’s life story and inviting others to notice and inquire. Sharing and connecting with caring individuals plays the most vital instrument in healing from a painful, challenging, or traumatic event.”


—Roy Wade, MD


“Twenty-seven real stories from courageous women, holding on to life through the bold markings they wear on their bodies.”


—Gail Drucker, playwright
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“Photography is a small voice, at best,
but sometimes one photograph, or a group of them,
can lure our sense of awareness.”


—W. Eugene Smith
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“. . . up from a past that’s rooted in pain I rise . . .”


—Maya Angelou
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In gratitude to all the courageous and generous women who told their heartfelt stories. It was truly a gift to bear witness to the deepest parts of your lives.
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Foreword:


Scars of Ink
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By Sandra L. Bloom, MD and Meagan D. Corrado, DSW


Personal Reflections: Sandra Bloom


I have never been tattooed. Fortunately, (or unfortunately), I have never had an experience so compelling that I permanently etched a reminder of it on my skin. My own initial hesitance to write this foreword stemmed from my own doubts about whether I had anything of value to say. Sure, I could write about trauma and its effects, but what could I say about wounds that people inflict on their own bodies? What could I say about these painfully acquired words and symbols? In preparation for this foreword, I asked a few of my younger friends about tattoos. Their enthusiastic, eager responses starkly contrasted my own disconnection. As a bystander, I have watched tattooing increase in popularity throughout the past few decades. In writing this piece, I took a moment to reflect on the experiences that impacted my original perspective on tattoos.


I am from a generation that connects tattoos to drunken sailors, motorcycle gangs, prison inmates, and survivors of the Holocaust. My mother was raised as a Quaker. Although I can’t recall her directly talking about tattoos, I somehow know that she would not approve. Her disapproval would not have been motivated by religion as much as by class.


Class was very important to my mother, presumably because of her own experiences. My mother, who lived until she was ninety, said that she had no good memories of her childhood. When she was young, her father abandoned her and her mother to start another family. Although her father was an accountant, he provided little support. As a divorced woman in the 1920s, my grandmother sold washing machines to provide for the family. As far as my mother was concerned, the family had “come down in the world.” I suspect that they were poorer than I ever realized. The experience of shame, and her defenses against it, dominated my mother’s existence. She cared deeply about what other people thought about her. She also cared about what others thought of me.


My father was an easygoing man who lived until he was 102. Although he was also from a broken home, he seemed to have only good memories of his childhood. He was far less judgmental than my mother, but he probably had an unfavorable view of tattoos too. These associations were characteristic of my parents’ generation, relegating tattoos to people who are poor, defiant, or rebellious. These familial attitudes, and the negative connotation tattoos have had in my own generational context prevented me from ever considering one.



A BRIEF HISTORY



Tattooing has always existed in one form or another. Ancient Egyptian and Peruvian mummies bear evidence of tattooing practices. When archeologists uncovered a Siberian burial ground from 5 BCE, they found intricate line markings adorning the arms, legs, and torsos of the nomadic community. North American indigenous people used tattoos to affirm tribal affiliations and to memorialize key life events (Wallace 2013).


Historically, tattoos have played a controversial role in Western society. During Constantine’s rule over the Roman Empire, tattoos were banned (Reyntjens 2001). They re-emerged under the Anglo-Saxons when nobility used tattoos to signify religious or personal devotion. In fact, the only way that King Harold was identified at the Battle of Hastings was because he had “Edith,” his wife’s name, tattooed over his heart. Western tattooing was banned by the Catholic Church in the 8th, 9th, and 10th centuries, but during the Crusades, religious tattooing became commonplace.


In the 1800s, tattooing grew in prominence among the wealthy. The tattoo machine had not yet been invented, and the Polynesian process that the West adopted was both tedious and costly (DeMello 2000). While tattoos were being used as a status symbol for the wealthy, slaves and prisoners were being forcibly branded throughout the world (Morgan & Rushton 2005). In 1891, with the invention of the electric tattoo machine, tattooing became more accessible, and the process was quicker and less painful. In World Wars I and II, tattoos became increasingly popular among veterans as they used them to symbolize important relationships, years of service, and the lives of fallen soldiers (Littell 2003). Simultaneously, tattoos were used as weapons of oppression, branded on Jewish people residing in Nazi concentration camps. Primo Levi, an Italian Jewish chemist, author, and Holocaust survivor, describes tattooing as part of the dehumanization process.


Throughout the 20th century, tattoos continued to grow in popularity throughout America due to their speed and cheaper cost (DeMello 2000). Tattoo parlors became a gathering place for “sailors, carnies, drunks, laborers, as well as younger boys who hoped to learn the trade” (DeMello 2000, 59-60). At the same time, sterilization posed significant health concerns. Many states throughout the country banned tattoos due to their role in spreading disease. Tattoo artist Lyle Tuttle played a significant role in implementing sterilization practices and increasing professionalism (DeMello 2000). With the introduction of sterilization practices, and the increasing notoriety of the profession, tattooing became safer. Greater design options became available to customers.


Today, Americans spend $1.65 billion a year on tattoos. The tattooing industry accrues $2.3 billion annually in the United States alone (Kennedy 2010). According to present sources, 36% of Americans between the ages of 18 and 29 have at least one tattoo, and 21% of Americans (approximately 45 million people) have one or more tattoos. There are more than 20,000 tattoo parlors nationwide, with a new tattoo shop being opened every day (History of Tattoos 2019).


Although societal perspectives on tattooing have evolved, there is still some controversy surrounding this practice. Some theorists suggest that tattooing is indicative of psychological and characterological deficiencies, immaturity, and anti-social tendencies (Taylor 1970). Others suggest that tattooed individuals use body art as a cover-up for characterological flaws and poor self-esteem (Sanders & Vail 2008). Theorists with a more favorable view of tattoos speak to their symbolic and narrative meaning.


THE BODY AS A CANVAS


Cultural idioms speak to the connection between our skin, sense of touch, and relationships with self/others. Thin-skinned people are said to be especially sensitive, while thick-skinned people are considered tough. Those who are tactless or blockheaded “get under our skin,” while people who are prone to anger are “touchy.” We can “rub people the wrong way.” Some people need a “soft touch,” while others must be “handled carefully.” The linguistic connection between skin, touch, and relationships is not limited to English; many languages express this interconnectedness.


In tattooing, the individual uses their own skin as the artistic foundation. The body itself is the canvas. Unlike traditional artistic mediums, in which individuals create images on an external surface, tattooing requires the use of one’s being. The tattooed skin becomes a nonverbal, symbolic form of communication with the self and with others.


“Although it may sound strange, or unnatural, to think of a person’s body, namely their skin, as a canvas, it is important to point out that people have used their bodies as conduits for communication since infancy. Physical communication, devoid of language but pregnant with meaning, is ingrained in human beings in the first moments of life. Before children even utter their first words, they use their bodies to communicate with the world. Our first language is an enacted language, best captured in gestures, music, dance, and mime. We continue to use non-verbal forms of communication throughout the lifespan.


Sometimes language falls short and words don’t have the power to convey the depth of our experiences. When we cannot find the words to describe life’s most powerful moments, our bodies speak for us. As articulated by the early psychoanalyst, Georg Groddeck, “When something has to be communicated from the innermost soul . . . then it is done by gesture, touch, by the light of the eyes, perhaps even by music, but never by language. The barrier is insurmountable” (Groddeck 1977, 279).


TATTOOS AND TRAUMA


How do tattoos relate to trauma? Trauma leaves sudden, irrevocable marks on the brain, body, mind, and spirit. These permanent traumatic imprints create a profound sense of loneliness. They cause the trauma survivor to feel detached and alienated from themselves and from others. They shatter the individual’s fundamental understanding of safety. They leave the person feeling out of control as thoughts, feelings, and memories chaotically intermingle with one another. The mark, the tattooed imprint that the trauma leaves on the brain is referred to by one author as a “quantum transformation” (Fosha 2006). Everything changes in an instant, and this change is not linear or progressive: it is earth-shattering and jarring.


Trauma theory is the science of suffering. This suffering can be experienced as a single event or a series of traumatic moments. Because the brain is overwhelmed, normal integrative functioning ceases. During the trauma, the mind dissociates, separating traumatic images, sensations, and emotions from the ongoing biographical narratives that help us make sense of ourselves and the world. It is in the nonverbal unconscious, the right hemisphere, where the traumatic memories are stored, separated from the language to describe them or the context to make sense of them.


Best practices in trauma treatment advocate for trauma survivors’ development of an integrated trauma narrative. But how do you make meaning of experiences buried in the unconscious recesses of the right hemisphere? How do you integrate the pieces of your narrative that are disconnected from language? How do you verbalize and make sense of the parts of your story that are so painful that words cannot describe them?


Symbols, or mimetic representations, fill the gaps when trauma leaves a mark so impactful that words are elusive. From dance and music to collage and tattoos, symbolic representations of our experiences allow us to access the traumatic memories buried so deeply in the brain that we don’t have the words to describe them. And after we have accessed these memories, we can reclaim control over our narratives and make meaning of our experiences.


Tattoos represent a personal and public attempt at symbolically capturing pieces of an individual’s narrative, and unlike the disconnected scars left behind by trauma, tattoos leave behind “Scars filled with ink” (Fruh & Thomas 2012, 87), and “whatever their content, however unique or generic, however badly or well inked, however their stories are told (truthfully or as complete fabrications), tattoos tell a story about a person’s relationship with their body and their relationship with the world” (Lee 2012, 156).


For trauma survivors who experience a sense of powerlessness, the tattooing process provides an opportunity to regain mastery and control. Although the person had no control over the trauma, and its subsequent effects, they have agency over the symbols they choose to have tattooed. An inmate stated of the sense of power his tattoos gave him during imprisonment: “In life, someone can take everything we have: our clothes, home, and family. They can make us lose our pride, our minds, and our will power. They can lock us up. But these tattoos are mine. They will have to skin me to get them” (Sarnecki 2001, 39).
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