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DEDICATION 

Chick Ink is a source of strength for all women who face the challenge of being part of the so-called weaker sex. Those of us with tattoos, who voluntarily cast ourselves into an interrogative light full of misconceptions and suspicion, are slowly changing the misguided perceptions of the tattooed woman. To these courageous women, who stand proudly in their ink even in the face of discrimination and ostracism, we dedicate this book.
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FOREWORD 
The Mystery of Tattoos 

Tattoos can be strange and mysterious things, and I should know—I’ve been around them almost my whole life. Their designs and meanings are as varied as the people who get them. Tattoos can be a cross, a ribbon with a name, a beautiful blooming rose, a portrait of a lost lover, a child, a famous actor, a cartoon character or almost anything the mind can dream up. Tattoos can represent religion, commitment, remembrance, freedom, strength, and so much more. Some tattoos make a bold statement, some are for personal enjoyment, and some are for private contemplation. There is no one true meaning for a tattoo, there is no definitive right or wrong design. But there is always a story behind each tattoo.

Personally, I like being a tattooed woman. I get numerous compliments on my own tattoos, as well as the tattoos I do. I may not be a prominent figure in the world at large, but I’m well known in the tattoo community and on the convention circuit. Every year when I produce the “Marked for Life” international female tattoo artist convention I see more and more women involved in the field of tattooing, a dramatic change from when I began tattooing over twenty-five years ago. It’s wonderful to see women finally take their place in the tattoo world, when they would have been ostracized for it just decades before. The tide is turning, attitudes are changing, and women are no longer outsiders in the tattoo community.

Being a tattoo artist may seem an unlikely career for a woman, but it’s really an amazing job. As an artist I like to make sure when I tattoo a customer they are getting exactly what they want, because that tattoo I create will be a permanent part of their bodies from that moment forward. I listen to their stories and their reasons (or lack of) behind their tattoo choice and get to become, for a brief time, a part of their life journey. I get to share that life experience with each customer. Tattooing can be an amazing and rewarding occupation; my work will live on on that customer for as long as they live. It’s a responsibility and an honor that not many other jobs offer.

In these pages you will be reading true stories about tattoos and the experiences surrounding the feminine aspect of tattoos. What’s it like to be a female with a tattoo? What decisions drive women to get tattoos when there are still so many stereotypes against them? How does putting art on your skin affect your inner sense of self as a woman? Chick Ink is filled with stories of everyday working women, housewives, mothers, daughters, sisters—women just like you. Their common link is that they all have a tattoo story to tell. These women may have one tattoo, quite a few, or a complete body suit but they are all linked in the common bond of the feminine tattoo.

My hope is that reading the stories in Chick Ink will entice you to get tattooed—whether you are already tattooed or not— or will perhaps open up your mind to accepting tattoos and those who chose to wear them. And my advice: make sure you get exactly what you want to wear on your body; don’t worry about the pain, if it hurts, it hurts only once; don’t settle for less than you really want, and never worry about what other people may think about your tattoo. Tattoos are personal choices with personal meanings and personal stories behind  them. Don’t let what others may think stand in your way, take courage and inspiration from the women in this collection who took charge of their lives and made the decision to get the tattoos they always wanted. After all, if we don’t give ourselves exactly what we want, who will?
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Deana Marie Lippens is the owner of Deana’s Skin Art Studio and founder and producer of “Marked for Life,” The International Female Tattoo Artist Convention.




INTRODUCTION 

Every tattoo has a story. It may not be an exciting story. It may not be the story you would expect. It may not even be a good story, as many of us have had to live with the regrets of tattoos we wish we didn’t have. But the fact of the matter is, all tattoos have some kind of history. They speak the unspoken testament to the true heart of an introvert. They declare feelings of love, devotion, and sadness. Tattoos convey deeply entrenched emotions or just a simple appreciation for art.

Tattoo collectors, women in particular, face discrimination from those who do not understand our motivation for such permanent marks upon our bodies. They look at our tattoos and make judgments based on negative stereotypes that have been prevalent since the inception of body art in modern society.

Outsiders, who are only outsiders because they choose to be, see our art as primitive, barbaric, and unfeminine. Rather than looking at tattoos as art, they see them as mutilations and unladylike acts of rebellion. But what they fail to see is the true women underneath the ink. That is where Chick Ink comes in.

Chick Ink is an ambitious book with many objectives. To give tattooed women a forum to express themselves and to see that they are not alone in the world. To give the general public a chance to see past our ink and to hopefully realize that we are just like they are—the only difference is that we choose to decorate our bodies. Chick Ink also endeavors to provide a source of encouragement and inspiration to those who wish to become tattooed but haven’t yet taken the plunge, maybe because  they fear the social repercussions they know will be cast upon them.

Chick Ink may not change the world, but if it opens just one mind or changes one misconception, then it has made a step toward a better future for tattooed women everywhere.




A Daughter’s Defiance, 
a Woman’s Decision 

SHOSHANA HEBSHI 

My fingers twirled the locks of unruly hair, bound in a low ponytail. I stared out the window of my second-story apartment overlooking the gray urban landscape, which didn’t quite encapsulate my dread.

I held the phone to my ear and grasped it tightly as I waited for just the right moment to tell her. I sat there, listening to her ramble on about the many wild songbirds in her native plant garden. Apparently, they show up to feed on seeds and sugar water. I was only half listening, my mind wandering. I tried to unscramble the words so they would come out right.

What I was about to say could very well alter the idealized Jewish mother-daughter relationship we had been building for two and a half decades.

“Mom,” I blurted out during a pause in her monologue. I had tried to tell her earlier, when the ink was fresher. But now she was coming to visit and I didn’t want her to find out the hard way—in the hot tub. I had to tell her.

“I have to tell you something.”

I’d rehearsed this in my head. I’d rehearsed it out loud with my husband. I’d rehearsed it over the phone with my sister, who warned me that Mom would surely flip out.

“I got a tattoo.”

Silence.

“Well, actually, I got two.”

Here it comes. Stay strong. Don’t let her break you.

I think I could actually hear her forehead wrinkling.

“Oh, I am so disappointed in you,” she finally said, her voice strong but so far away. “That is so immature! And now you have ruined your beautiful skin.”

I should have known.

She was always objecting. Objecting to me shaving my legs. Objecting to my getting pierced ears. Objecting to sun bleaching my hair. She even objected to me wearing makeup at a time when all my friends at school wore globs of sticky mascara, blue eyeliner, and frosted pink lip-gloss.

I guess I did know. I was to have remained her pristine youngest child until, what—marriage?

But she should have known too, I found myself thinking. I mean, I was the one of her three kids who was at least a little rebellious. I did take weight training instead of honors English. And I did wear the dangly earrings even after my mom forbade  it, because it would stretch out the stupid holes she didn’t want in my ears in the first place.

I knew it wasn’t the religious taboo that made her so angry. It’s more that tattoos are endemic of the dregs of society, and who wants a dreg for a daughter?

So I went into a rambling explanation of the rationale behind my two tattoos—one in the middle of my back, the other on the underside of my upper right arm—to deflect the guilt raining down on me.

“Kurt and I,” I said, referring to my husband, “had thought this over for a long time before we decided on what to get. We wanted matching tattoos that meant something.”

I described the artwork: a yin and yang split in the middle to fit in Japanese kanji characters that translate to “intuition” and “courage.”

“This tattoo symbolizes the obstacles we’ve had to face and the theme of our relationship,” I told her, trying to sound convincing and mature. “We’ve realized the importance of recognizing our intuition and then having the courage to act on it.

“The other is a Chinese character, which may or may not mean friendship. Kurt and I got the same thing on his birthday with his friend from college,” I continued. “It’s really small. You can barely see it.” I left out the minor point that I was drunk when we got that one. Maybe I am a dreg.

“I knew it was only a matter of time, since Kurt has them already,” she said. “He has so much influence on you.”

Ah ha! She did know!

Wait. Did she really just say that? Well, maybe this will help assure her that it was, indeed, my decision, and I am not so easily swayed. “I’m thinking about getting a third—a hamsa—to mark my identity as a Jew and an Arab.”

I thought that would win her over, or at least start a dialogue. My intention to permanently mark my body with this Middle Eastern symbol of this upside-down hand meant to protect the wearer from evil spirits was actually a memorial of my mother’s maverick choice to create beauty and love out of a history of hatred. My hamsa would represent the truce my mother and my Saudi Arabian father made when they married and produced three compassionate, intelligent, and bicultural children. But, no dice.

“Well, I can’t tell you what to do,” she finally said. “But just don’t let me see them.”

Our conversation ended, and it felt like our relationship was forever tainted. That night I received a call from my ninety-yearold grandmother. I was surprised to hear her baritone voice on the other end and glad that she had remembered I existed. My grandmother is a docile woman. All anyone has seen her do in the last twenty-some-odd-years is sit at her dining-room table reading science fiction and mystery books, mail-ordering useless paraphernalia from catalogs, and donating money to political campaigns and organizations. I love my grandmother dearly, but I hadn’t heard from her in probably a year. But when I heard what she had to say, my mood turned from delight to disbelief.

“You’re not going to do anything stupid like this again,” she told me. I’m pretty sure she was referring to the tattoo.

Who was this woman? When I had told her two years ago I was quitting my life as a newspaper reporter to run off with Kurt—who, at the time had pink hair, a pierced eyebrow, and no job to speak of—to the outer reaches of northern California, she seemed to take it in stride. This criticism over the tattoo  seemed way out of character. She was supposed to be my silent, but powerful, ally.

Famous Inked Chicks

Named after Shakespeare’s love?

Lady Viola, born Ethel Martin Vangi, worked as a sideshow attraction in the late 1920s and early 1930s. She was referred to as “the most beautiful tattooed woman in the world,” which could have referred to the beauty of her art as well as her body. Lady Viola’s tattoos were stunningly intricate and her body was covered extensively. She worked the Thomas Joyland Circus until she was seventy-three.

So there I was. An exiled daughter—scorned, immature, defiled, and alone. Well, I did still have Kurt, though he might be a dreg, too.

I dutifully told her that I was done doing stupid things like getting tattoos. It was out of my system, I promised, while finding myself secretly wondering about an inconspicuous place to get that hamsa.

There’s a passage in the Bible—Leviticus 19:29—that says: “You shall not make gashes in your flesh for the dead, or incise any marks on yourselves: I am the Lord.” A rabbi’s interpretation says that your body belongs to God, and you shall not defile it. I see it more like your body is a rental unit, and God is the property owner—so don’t mess it up. What I’m not sure about is whether or not getting a tattoo is an evictable offense, or more likely just something that will eat up a little of my deposit when it’s time to move on. What I do know is that while  I am living here, it is my home, and I want to feel comfortable in it.

In the aftermath of our conversation, my mom and I, more easily than I imagined, returned to our familiar roles. We have our moments when we argue or laugh or talk about deeply important world events or about what sort of spice would best liven up a piece of chicken. But we have never ever again discussed my tattoos. I seldom reveal the parts of my skin that are tattooed when she is around. When she does see them, I notice her eyes linger, and then look away in silent disapproval.

But I’m not about to apologize. I don’t have any regrets regarding my tattoos. They are deeply personal and unique relics, which may change with time as my skin sags, stretches, and wrinkles. But their significance will never change. No matter what my mom says.
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Shoshana Hebshi is boldly defying her mother by moving 1,700 miles away from the California homestead to Des Moines, Iowa, where she will remain a freelance writer, editor, artist, an attentive mother to twin boys, and a wife to a struggling medical student.




What’s in a Name?

BRANDY LIÊN WORRALL 

“If you was a boy, you’d be Marlboro,” my father said in his Appalachian twang when I asked him why he named me Brandy. While this insight didn’t appear to answer my question immediately, I began to see the twisted logic behind my father’s penchant for narcotic substances serving as inspiration for naming offspring—and it made me glad that I turned out to be a girl. My parents also gave me my mother’s name, Liên, which is Vietnamese for “lotus blossom,” as my middle name. Because this was a name my mother had chosen for herself when she moved to Saigon to establish her identity as an independent woman (as opposed to her  given name, Hai, which is a typical peasant name), Liên had special meaning and I was proud to carry it on.

Famous Inked Chicks

Jamie Summers was a pioneer for female tattoo artists. She went by the name “La Palma” and was known for her spiritual approach as well as her use of pastel colors, dot patterns, and delicate shading. Sadly, Jamie was killed in the early 1980s, long before female tattoo artists found their place in the industry.

Pregnant with my first child, I was desperately searching for ways to aptly name her without having her resent me for it. After all, a name is one of the most important markers on a person’s identity. Like gender and appearance, a name is something most people are stuck with for the rest of their lives. I didn’t want to be a source of torment for my child, and with a last name like Yu, there were all sorts of ways the name could go wrong—and the male Vietnamese name Phuc was out of the question.

Both my husband and I wanted something symbolic that would reflect all of our daughter’s ethnicities and backgrounds. “Chloe” popped into my head one day and it was the first name I said that didn’t make my husband cringe. Then there was the whole business with the last name. I wanted to keep my Pennsylvania Dutch last name in the family line, so we agreed that our kids would have the name Worrall precede my husband’s last name, Yu. So, thus far, we had Chloe Worrall Yu.

My husband then explained to me that traditionally, the Chinese generational designator is part of one’s name. His  siblings maintained that tradition by including Dao, meaning “the way” in their daughters’ names. Wanting to highlight my Vietnamese heritage as well, we decided that a Chinese-Vietnamese name was the way to go. Phuong, meaning “the phoenix,” seemed appropriate, especially since my husband had seen our daughter’s birth as a “rising from the ashes” after the loss of his grandmother just a year before. So we finally had it: Chloe Dao-Phuong Worrall Yu. Quite a mouthful.

“The way of the phoenix?” my mother- and father-in-law asked incredulously when we told them our decision. “Are you sure? Such an old-fashioned name!” My father-in-law then went into a long (very long) explanation behind historical and spiritual implications of the Dao-Phuong. When he was finished presenting the entire etymology of Dao-Phuong so that we were certain it was what we wanted to name our daughter, I smiled and said, “Well, it will make a very cool tattoo.”

Everyone sitting around the table laughed nervously. I was joking, wasn’t I? They weren’t so sure.

And then it started—my mind went wild with designs of black ink, and I knew exactly where they would go. It would look great on my left shoulder blade with the tattoos I already had on my neck—the Chinese character for “rabbit” (the year in which I was born) and the crouching cat (the Vietnamese equivalent for rabbit in the astrological wheel), as well as the band of gold ladybugs (eight of them, the lucky number in Chinese culture) I had on my left arm. A simple phoenix, not too elaborate, with the Chinese characters for the name paired with the Romanized Vietnamese name would be the fate of my shoulder blade.

I looked at my husband and said, “No, seriously, it would make a really cool tattoo—don’t you think?” My clean-cut,  straight-laced, virgin-skinned history professor of a husband wisely didn’t hesitate to agree, so I added, “And you’ll get one, too, right? After all, she’s your daughter. It would look funny if I was the only one who got the tattoo. We should get it together.” His parents waited for his reaction.

“Uh, sure.”

My father-in-law broke into a raucous laughter and said, “Tattoos! Good, good!” I appreciated his support, even though I knew my in-laws probably thought that this was more than a little weird.

Of course, I was advised not to get any ink until after I had the baby, for safety reasons. After I gave birth to our daughter, I wasn’t really in the mood to get anything done to my appearance, much less a tattoo. When my daughter was only five months old, I became pregnant again with our first son. This time, the name came more easily. Mylo—because I wanted him to be mellow and the name sounded mellow to me. I kept saying the name in my head as I rubbed my tummy. We had already established a formula, so most of his name was set: Mylo Daosomething Worrall Yu. But what would the “something” be?

Even without the knowledge that the phoenix was traditionally paired with the dragon in Chinese and Vietnamese folklore, I thought “Long” would be a good name. It rolled off the tongue—Mylo Dao-Long. And yes, I immediately imagined that a dragon would be an awesome tattoo to have and even my husband had started to warm up to the idea more.

I was beginning to think that my father wasn’t so crazy after all for wanting to name me after cigarettes and booze. How was that any different from wanting to name my kids for tattoos I wanted to get? How could I pass judgment on something that  was imbued with meaning for him so much that he wanted to name me accordingly?

A few months before I gave birth to Mylo, my husband and I took an Alaskan cruise vacation. I woke up one morning and made my way to the dining area to enjoy a quiet breakfast by myself. Instead, I ended up being seated with a Republican family from Texas who were overly curious about this pregnant stranger with facial piercings and tattoos. They kept the conversation polite, asking me how far along I was and if I knew the gender of the baby. When they asked me if I had a name, I went into the explanation of the whole ethnic thing, the meaning, and how my daughter was named. They oohed and aahed over the complexity and symbolism until I told them that despite all of that, what my kids were really being named for were the tattoos I planned to get on my back. The maternal head of house seated next to me leaned in closely, touched my forearm, and whispered very loudly in her delightful Texan drawl, “Dear, I hope you know a good therapist for your children later on, because they’re going to need one.”

I thanked her for her considerate advice, the thick lines of the phoenix and the dragon inked in my mind’s eye more deeply than ever before.
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Brandy Liên Worrall is a writer and editor in Vancouver, British Columbia. Her poetry and nonfiction have been published in Amerasia Journal, and she has published her Poem of the Day in a collection entitled podBrandy one: first stabs (Rabbit Fool Press, 2006). She is currently working on her memoir.




Rewarding Challenges 

AMANDA CANCILLA 

When I was in college, striving to be a virologist with big plans to work for the CDC, my best friend started tattooing. I watched him go through the process of learning through apprenticeships and research. He grew as an artist, moved to Indianapolis, and began working in a highly respectable tattoo shop. I had always been captivated by tattoos, so I let him do a few pieces on me. As my interests steered from biology to art, I changed my college focus and pursued a degree in graphic design. But after a while, I began to have second thoughts about sitting in front of a computer all day, working on page layouts and business systems. While working on  some freelance jewelry ads, I discovered that I had an incredibly steady hand. It was then that I decided to give tattooing a try. My friend helped me get started and I began looking for a job.

Almost immediately, I earned a job at one of the oldest tattoo shops in town. Admittedly, it was very intimidating walking into a shop filled with a very tattooed, very hard-core group of men. I was, and still am, the only female tattoo artist at the shop. I had very few tattoos myself and felt as if the other artists looked down on me for that. Clients would come in and think I was just a counter girl. Most of them were surprised to find out I was actually an artist. Some of them told me straight out that they would never let a girl tattoo them, and it would crush me. Over time, I developed a large clientele and a name for myself, so now I don’t get that negative reaction as often.

I believe that the reality-based television shows about tattoos have also been helpful by featuring female tattoo artists. Many of my regular clients are women in their forties or older, and they realize that tattoos aren’t what they used to be. Moms watch the tattoo shows with their kids and see that their peers are sitting under the needle just as often as their children.

There aren’t many female tattoo artists in my town, and it has taken a while, but people are finally starting to respect the fact that we can be just as good as our male counterparts. There are, however, still stereotypes, which stem from being female. Most of the comments I get from coworkers and my industry peers aren’t harmful. Most of it is just typical hazing that comes with working with a bunch of men. They joke that I get bigger tips because I have breasts and wonder (out loud) how I manage to tattoo without my boobs getting in the way. These kinds of jokes I can deal with—they aren’t intended to upset me, but just to bring a laugh from the other guys. The hardest  thing to cope with is the attitudes of my own parents and the general public outside of the shop.
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