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Introduction


Throughout the history and prehistory of the human race, stretching back thousands of years, we have deliberately and permanently marked our skins for myriad purposes: rites of passage; protection from evil; to display group identity, proof of status or wealth; medical therapy; beautification; memorial; and even to guarantee entry into the afterlife, to name only a few. Underlying most of these experiences, though, and providing a common thread among them, is the unspoken understanding that tattoos carry meaning. Sometimes it is general, as in the desire for beauty and appeal, other times specific, as in the display of familial descent. In either case, tattoos are forms of expression.

The thought that tattoo is capable of expressing so many different concepts, and is therefore a means of communication, is not a new one. Writers, observers, tattooists, and the tattooed have all remarked upon this aspect. We seem to intuitively seek something beneath the surface and behind the obvious to explain what we see. The silent exchange that takes place between the bearer and viewer of a tattoo may be one of the most interesting and important aspects of the whole process. Nevertheless, it is an aspect that receives curiously little attention over and above its mention. That light treatment may be due to the fact that much of what we understand when we see a tattoo is communicated through symbolism. By its very nature, symbolism eludes capture in so many words, while the words that we do have to offer are sometimes imprecise. Tattoo symbolism is many times not a direct expression but instead an appeal to the subconscious and intuition. It may call upon ancient forms and graphic representations that, if not ingrained in the human psyche, are at the very least everywhere present and shared across miles and millennia.

When viewed in different countries around the globe, there can be no doubt that the practice of tattooing encompasses enormous variety. Designs, colors, tools, circumstances, and meanings might change from country to country and even from individual to individual. A close inspection of and a thorough delving into the details of the practice reveal a sometimes overwhelming diversity. At the same time, however, there is another way to look at tattoo—from the more distant vantage point made possible by the passage of time and the accumulation of tattoo history and ethnography. When viewed from afar, quite striking similarities and patterns through both time and space become evident, which speak to a common, even fundamental, experience. Certainly not everything in the universe of tattoo warrants deep analysis or is imbued with significance. In fact, we may never understand what it meant, or means, for certain people and their cultures to be tattooed. Even today, some designs are so idiosyncratic or personal that they defy interpretation. In addition, some people simply do not ascribe symbolic content to their tattoo, nor is there any reason why they should.

However, most people and most cultures, for various reasons, do associate tattoos with some deeper meaning. They can be the outward sign of inner transformation, an appeal to the forces of luck, or a declaration of loyalty, love, or sometimes even hatred. They can be whimsical and ironic or reminders of events both grim and uplifting, but as containers of meaning, they are often rich in symbolism, providing a glimpse into our collective and varied past and the range of emotions and experiences that motivate us.

A VERY BRIEF HISTORY OF TATTOOING

Unfortunately, we don’t know where tattooing originated, or when, because the historical and archaeological records of most forms of body art are incomplete. Although skeletal material may be preserved for tens of thousands of years in fossilized form, human skin survives only where intentional or accidental mummification took place. Given the simple technology required and the widespread evidence of tattooing in far-flung places, the practice probably developed independently, many times over, in many different locations, since time immemorial. We know also that, in some parts of the world, it spread amongst peoples who were in close proximity to one another. This section serves to introduce the depth and variety of this enormous subject.

The very earliest evidence of the practice of tattooing is also the most ambiguous. Artifacts recovered from archaeological sites dating from the Upper Paleolithic era (38,000 to 10,000 B.C.E.) in Europe have been interpreted as puncturing tools and pigment reservoirs. The sharp bone needles that might have been used to puncture skin could possibly have served other aims as well, such as general purpose awls. Clay and stone figurines with engraved designs that may represent tattooing have been found in association with these bone tools. It could also conceivably be the case that the bone tools were used in modeling the clay figurines. However, given the artistic elaboration and achievement that is a hallmark of the Paleolithic era (such as the well-known cave paintings of Lascaux) and the ancient roots of tattooing in many parts of the world, it is not unreasonable to speculate that Paleolithic people practiced tattooing.

Tattooed mummies provide the earliest concrete evidence of tattoo, and these have been found in various parts of the world, from Nubia to Peru. A few of the most remarkable of these tattooed people have become famous not only for their tattoos but also for the extraordinary circumstances of their discovery. Probably the most well known of these is a Bronze Age man who has come to be known as “Otzi,” named for the glacial region in the Alps where he was discovered. Dating to approximately 3300 B.C.E. his skin bore clear evidence of dark blue tattoos in several loca-tions: groups of parallel lines near the lumbar area of the spine as well as the ankles, and a cross on the inside of one knee. The purpose of these marks is unclear but it has been suggested that they may have served as ethnic markers or identifiers and, alternatively, that they may have served as therapy for maladies that left traces on his bones. From the Twenty-first Dynasty of Egypt (2160-1994 B.C.E.) comes a woman named Amunet, a priestess of the goddess Hathor at Thebes, who was tattooed with parallel lines of dots. Some of these tattoos appear on the upper arms but most appear on the abdomen, in curved and elliptical lines below the navel—a design that has been viewed as sensual.

Perhaps some of the most spectacular tattooed mummies come from the Iron Age of Siberia, from a culture known as the Pazyryk, a group of nomadic horsemen, hunters, and warriors who lived in this steppe region from the sixth to the second centuries B.C.E. In particular, a man who has been characterized as a chief, accompanied by sumptuous grave goods, was elaborately and profusely tattooed with a number of fantastic animals and also realistic ones that included rams, deer, and fish. However, some circular tattoos along his spine are strangely reminiscent of those of Otzi and may have been therapeutic in nature. The similar but separate burial of a young woman of this culture was discovered on the Siberian plateau. She was likewise accompanied by ornate items of great craftsmanship and her arms were tattooed with similar types of designs. The variety in these few early examples hints at the myriad tattoo images found today. The purposes of the tattoos, although unknown, are likely varied and at least some of them are highly charged symbolically. While the earliest tattoos preserved on human skin are abstract designs comprised of combinations of dots and lines, the earliest representational images utilize animals. It is probably no coincidence that animal tattoos are the most popular type of tattoo done today. In terms of more recent evidence, we can trace the development of tattoo in nearly all regions of the world. In particular, one of the earliest and most famous encounters of Western culture with tattoo took place in Polynesia.

According to Merriam-Webster, 1777 is when the word “tattoo” entered into English usage—referring to inked images on skin—and was put into the dictionary. Although its derivation is unclear, we can trace a likely source. We know from the records of the 1769 expedition of Captain James Cook to the South Pacific that there was a Tahitian word tatau, which meant “to mark.” However, the actual word “tattoo” existed before Cook and his voyages—about 150 years before. In an interesting coincidence, the earlier meaning of the word was “a rapid rhythmic rapping” and the term was used by military personnel (such as Cook and his crew) when referring to the call sounded before Taps. The coincidence arises from the fact that the sound made by tattooing in Tahiti was, in fact, a rapid tapping, as the set of needles, looking like a small rake, was hit with a stick to drive ink under the skin. Although the Tahitians called it tatau and Cook wrote “tattaw,” it may be that he and his men eventually substituted a near sound-alike word from their own background. Ever since this era of early exploratory sea voyages, the practice of tattooing in Polynesia has fascinated people in the West, and justifiably so.

Many, if not most, of the island groups of the South Pacific practiced tattooing. In Hawaii, the Marquesas Islands, Samoa, Borneo, New Zealand, the Marshall Islands, Tahiti, Melanesia, Micronesia, Rapa Nui (Easter Island), Fiji, Tonga, and elsewhere, the practice of tattooing reached extraordinary heights of achievement and shared many features across these different cultures. Both archaeological and anthropological research point to early migrations from Southeast Asia (beginning at least 30,000 years ago) that dispersed into the South Pacific region and whose people likely carried the technology, ritual, and symbolic content of tattooing with them. As in the earliest evidence noted above, the artifacts in Polynesia include both decorated human figurines and tattoo tools, dated to ca. 1000 B.C.E. Today in Samoa, for example, where tattoo practices have managed to continue uninterrupted by the intrusion of European culture, the remarkable waist-to-knee tattoo of the men is still done in traditional fashion, sometimes with traditional tools (striking the back of a toothed comb to drive the inked needles under the skin). Full of social and ritual significance and conferring both beauty and the outward sign of maturity, the process remains a harrowing one. Also in the South Pacific, Borneo is known for the Dayak rosette tattoo typically done at the front of the shoulder. Among the Dayak, some tattoos may have been linked with headhunting and other matters of spiritual significance. But perhaps the most well-known examples of tattooing in Polynesia occur in New Zealand. Maori tattooing has become famous for the moko, an actual carving of the skin achieved with fine chisels before applying pigment. Undoubtedly an exceedingly painful and lengthy process, it is all the more remarkable because it is placed primarily on the face. The elaborate, symmetric, and sometimes very full treatments of the face, especially for the men, are some of the most recognized types of tattoo in the world. Composed of curved lines, spirals, and other designs, there was much meaning imbedded in moko, only some of which is understood today. We do know, however, that it was variously a mark of distinction, a proclamation of achievement, a signal of rank, and it also showed tribal and familial memberships. As in other parts of the world, much of what was symbolized with Polynesian tattoos is both lost to time and also to the clash of different cultures and the oversight of intolerant political and religious systems. In a tiresome and frightful pattern, traditional tattooing around the world has repeatedly been victim to these forces, seemingly without exception.

The South Pacific forever changed the modern West when early explorers and sailors absorbed this part of the culture of Polynesia and brought tattooed natives and their own tattoos back with them. Of course Europe was not a stranger to the early use of tattoos, although they had faded from memory by the time of these sea adventurers. Constantine I, the first Roman emperor to profess Christianity, had banned tattooing of the face in the early fourth century because it could be interpreted as a defilement of God’s image. Banning in Northern Europe occurred at the Council of Calcuth (Northumberland) in C.E. 787, and undoubtedly tattoos were discouraged in many small ways throughout the growing Christian world in an effort to discourage superstition and paganism. In their belief that tattoo was connected to ritual and symbolism, these early Christians were likely on target. The Roman historian Herodian described observations of the first century where the animal body markings of the Celts, which could have been either tattoos or paintings, were purposely left unconcealed by clothing. In fact, the people of northern Britain were called “Picts” after the display of just such images. They were even described by Julius Caesar in 55 B.C.E. in his description of the Gallic Wars. The Danes, Norse, Saxons, Gauls, and Teutons all had traditions of tattooing that focused on family and tribal symbols. Nor was tattooing unknown in other ancient cultures on the European continent. In the Mediterranean region it was practiced in Greece (adopted from the Per-sians) and Rome (adopted from the Greeks). In these societies, however, the practice was associated with barbarians and tattoos were used to identify slaves, criminals, and mercenaries and also occasionally used as punishment. In fact, the Latin word used for tattoo was “stigma.”

However, elsewhere in the world, particularly in the Orient, in places such as the Philippines, Burma, Thailand, Cambodia, Laos, China, and Japan, tattoo as an artistic and spiritual endeavor was pursued. In many parts of Southeast Asia, tattoos are very much bound up with religion. Thailand is noted for the practice of Buddhist monks giving and receiving tattoos, along with prayers and offerings, as talismans for a good life’s journey. As a general rule, tattoos serve a similar purpose in many of these areas, that of protection. From possessing mystical powers to simply warding off bad luck, the symbols include ancient designs that are drawn from calligraphy, numerology, the world of natural animals, and that of mythical ones, such as dragons. The Ainu of western Asia and northern Japan are known for tattoos that were done around the lips, as though to exaggerate their size, but they also used tattoos on the cheeks, forehead, and eyebrows. Their purposes were many but they primarily symbolized virtue and purity while also serving cosmetic purposes and signaling sexual maturity. Tattooing in China was reserved for punishment and for a time the same was true in Japan, despite previous non-penal use that has prehistoric roots. Ultimately, though, tattooing in Japan was raised to a lofty level of artistry, spurred on once again by influence from China.

Although abstract tattoo designs may go back as far as 10,000 B.C.E. in Japan, decorative representational tattooing may not have begun to flourish until the eighteenth century. The spectacular and sometimes nearly full-coverage tattoo known as the “body suit” originated sometime around 1700 as a reaction to strict laws concerning conspicuous displays of wealth. Because only the nobility were allowed to wear fine clothing, middle class people (generally laborers) who wanted to adorn themselves sometimes chose a tattoo. The idea of the full-body tattoo may derive from the samurai warriors’ sleeveless campaign coats, which typically displayed heroic designs on the back, symbols of courage and pride, or perhaps a guardian deity or dragon. Similarly, tattoo designs began on the back and gradually extended to the shoulders, arms, thighs, and eventually the entire body. Tattooing over the entire front of the upper part of the torso, with the exception of a vertical strip running from the chest to the abdomen, gave the effect of an unbuttoned vest. The development of the body suit, though, also coincided with the popularity of fictional tattooed heroes. At the end of the eighteenth century and the beginning of the nineteenth, an illustrated work of fiction imported from China created both unprecedented inspiration and desire for tattoos. The Suikoden (translated as The Water Margin) was a Robin Hood type of tale that recounted the exploits of 108 heroes, many of whom were tattooed. It was a tale that resonated with the repressed classes of the period, but it was not until woodblock prints of the heroes were illustrated by Utagawa Kuniyoshi and published in the early-to mid-nineteenth century that its popularity exploded. The images were extremely influential in the world of tattoo design and these original prints remain in use to this day.

In several other areas of the world, traditional tattooing is still in practice. We can point to Nepal, North Africa, India, and Jerusalem as places where traditional tattoo has been observed and recorded. In Nepal, the gods and goddesses of Hinduism are an ever-present theme, as are birds and flowers. In the Gujarat area of northwestern India, the tattoos are typically combinations of dots and symbols that form patterns designed to ensure fertility, ward off the evil eye, and offer all manner of protections. Although the Coptic church is centered in the principally Muslim country of Egypt, there are also enclaves in Jerusalem where the tradition of pilgrimage tattoos for visitors to the Holy City was already in place. Many of these designs, some with parallels in the larger body of Christian tattoo iconography, were compiled by John Carswell from the woodblock patterns of a tattooist in Jerusalem in 1956.

Evidence for the practice of tattooing in the New World is restricted almost entirely to the ethnographic reports of early explorers and the presence of some figurines whose designs resemble observed tattoos. In North America, tattooing was pervasive among indigenous peoples and carried much of the same cultural, spiritual, and symbolic significance observed in other cultures. From Virginia to California and from the Arctic to Louisiana, men and women were tattooed in every conceivable way. From representational family crests or tomahawks to abstract chin stripes and collections of dots, native peoples used tattoos to display identity and achievement, acquire spiritual strength and protection, gain entry into an afterlife, and achieve relief from physical ills. Very little of the breadth and depth of the symbolism and the meanings attached to their tattoos is left to us today. Some of the exceptions to this rule are tattoos performed in the Pacific Northwest among the Haida and Kwakiutl. In response to the native groups in Central and South America, early explorers of the 1500s were repulsed by the examples of tattooing that they discovered there, and as a result, we are unfortunately left with very little information. Among the Aztec, the Maya, and the Inca, designs could be elaborate and apparently representational, sometimes signaling achievement but perhaps also occasionally used for penal purposes.

It was Charles Darwin, in The Descent of Man, who observed that “Not one great country can be named, from the polar regions in the north to New Zealand in the south, in which the aborigines do not tattoo themselves.” Although more than a century has passed since these words were written, they ring more true than ever, supported by an increasing body of research, history, and interpretation. Ancient and modern peoples the world over have used tattoos as means to a seemingly infinite number of ends. Even as tattooing enjoys a modern renaissance, it is clear that we are taking part in a very long tradition, one whose origins we cannot discern exactly but whose continuation seems inevitable.

SYMBOLISM

Symbols are a profound type of expression, especially in the context of their placement on human skin and their permanence there. Appearing at times as a secret and inscrutable language, the symbols used in tattoos are instead open to investigation and interpretation on many different levels. Many have existed for centuries, others for millennia, and still others are evolving even now. Some must remain deeply mysterious to us while others seem more like signs than symbols.

Are all tattoos symbolic? The answer is plainly no. Indeed, in the more recent traditions of modern Western tattooing, both tattooists and the tattooed have tended to resist the overly philosophical or intellectual interpretation of their pursuits. From the mildly ironic to black (or gallows) humor, from the slightly lewd to the completely obscene, from the subtle and witty to the screwball, tattoo in the West has been used as a vehicle for humor, unlike most other places in the world. Perhaps because the connection with ritual and rites of passage has been lost or because tattoo was reintroduced into the West after an absence, tattoo can carry a more lighthearted content. In this milieu, tattooing can be fundamentally decorative or rebellious, going to some lengths not to take itself too seriously and glad to position itself somewhat outside the conventional. As a result, some of the tattoo images manage to capture something spontaneous. To attempt to read deep meaning into these tattoos would be to obscure their nature and to invite misinterpretation.

At the same time, we have seen that throughout history and prehistory much of the design in tattooing is quite symbolic—some designs being socially, emotionally, and even spiritually loaded. In many instances, it is nearly impossible to separate the tattoo from the greater meaning or experience of which it is a part. However, the vast majority of tattoo images will fall into some middle area, between the extremes of sheer adornment and pointed emblem. Today, symbols and design motifs from the cultures and time periods that have come before are mixed and matched in many new ways. As our world becomes more tightly connected and cultural boundaries become more permeable, symbolic and artistic elements cross over to a much greater extent. Some of the symbols that we see, especially those that we see repeatedly, have lost meaning over time, replaced by our use of writing and the literal or our focus on the scientific and the logical. Previous civilizations used the power of symbols extensively in their art, bound up inextricably with their beliefs about monumental issues of birth, life, and death. They drew on very tangible parts of their experiences to construct symbols of great meaning to them, some of which have remained with us.

Symbols rise and fall in our consciousness and we draw upon them as needed. In the world of tattoos, symbolism still exerts a forceful hold. But because our symbols are seldom at our fingertips, the search for deeper meaning has perhaps necessarily become more purposeful and more studied. But as the increasing popularity of tattooing draws people to it, and simultaneously draws tattooing into the mainstream, there is a seemingly instinctive movement to find symbolic designs of some personal significance. The aim of this book is to open up this world of tattoo symbolism and to provide yet another way of looking at the designs that people choose for their skin.

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

This is clearly a reference book, a source of information, regarding some 800 different tattoo symbols. In the course of selecting these designs and defining them, several types of information are combined, including data drawn from archaeology, anthropology, psychology, religious studies, history, and the experience and knowledge of professionals in the tattoo industry. The length and breadth of any definition varies but the overarching concern is to provide the type of information that might be of interest to a person who is considering a certain tattoo design for him or herself and can perhaps use the information to make a more informed judgment.

That said, in the way of a disclaimer, it is important to note that the nature of a tattoo symbol is sometimes so personal that the only definitive interpretation can come from the bearer of the tattoo. No matter the established meaning in one culture, the obvious meaning derived from a historical fact, or the original source of a particular image, people will and do ascribe their own meanings to their designs. These are no less valid or meaningful than the definitions presented here, which are based on general and widely accepted knowledge. Similarly, many symbols have multiple meanings, especially across different cultures and time periods. The cautionary word, therefore, is that these definitions are not rules about how symbols should be used in tattoo imagery and they do not dictate how images can be borrowed, modified, drawn, colored, placed, or even ultimately interpreted. They are an entry point, a beginning in the search for information, an opening to a path that is meant to enable greater exploration in depth.

Many of the definitions given also provide some insight into the more general world of tattooing, in terms of geography, technique, or cultural groups, and many touch upon facts about the natural world or interesting examples of tattoo in history. Where warranted, the popularity or rarity of certain images as tattoos are noted, as well as variations on different themes. All of this additional information is meant to convey the richness of the culture of tattooing and the variety of avenues from which it can be approached and understood. While you may not be considering a tattoo for yourself, you may find your interest piqued and your curiosity satisfied.

However, if you are considering a tattoo, now is the time to expose yourself to the possibilities and gather as much information as you can. Consider each definition an introduction to research that can take you places and down paths that you may not expect to go. It is overwhelming at first, and maybe even a bit confusing, but that is the nature of the universe of tattoo. More than likely you will eventually find yourself returning over and over to images, symbols, and concepts that resonate with you. The organization of the book is meant to facilitate that process. Of course, the bulk of material consists of the alphabetical entries with selected illustrations. Where words used in a definition appear in bold, those words can also be found as their own entry. The category index at the end of the entry section groups tattoo symbols together under various headings, such as Celtic or Buddhist, for easy reference.

Basically, make this book work for you. Tattooists today will tell you that everybody ascribes meaning to their chosen tattoo, especially after having it done. Be someone who thinks about it beforehand, because, to put it simply, tattooing is always deeper than skin.



A


ACORN


The tiny acorn is an ancient representation of life and birth. In a literal sense, it is a seed that eventually grows into the mighty OAK TREE. In Scandinavia it was sacred to THOR and was used as a symbol of fertility and immortality. In an allegorical sense, it is unborn power and fruitfulness waiting to be released.


AEGISHJALMAR


An aegishjalmar can take on many different forms, but in general each is composed of the same small building blocks of ancient Norse RUNES. They begin with a simple cross in the middle and grow from there. Frequently they are used as talismans or protective devices. However, it is actually impossible to tell the meaning of any particular one, since the small runes serve general functions—such as collecting energy or routing it from one place to another. Only the person who creates each new aegishjalmar, giving it a certain purpose upon creation, can ever truly say what it means.
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ALCOHOL


An integral part of the famous MAN’S RUIN tattoo, alcohol is certainly capable of standing on its own as a tattoo symbol. The particular spirits may vary from a generic pint of beer to a favorite or well-known brand of whiskey. The theme of the design is equally hard to predict. Alcohol can represent good times, release, and celebration. Just as often, though, tattoo symbolism with alcohol revolves around its addictive aspects. Bottles that hang like an intravenous drip or that possess some demonic personality are all part of the repertoire. In the pictured example, a 40-proof bottle is marked not only with the XXX but also the SKULL AND CROSSBONES of death and poison. But it also rests on the pure LOTUS and is surrounded by the type of MANDORLA typically reserved for the VIRGIN MARY OF GUADALUPE. Whether we revere or revile it, alcohol seems destined to remain a notable feature of tattoo symbolism.
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ALIEN HEAD


The alien head has become an icon in American pop culture that probably originated in the 1950s around the time of the Area 51 incident (the alleged site of a UFO crash, disclaimed by the U.S. AIR FORCE as a weather balloon). The head is shaped roughly like an inverted teardrop with two large, black, oval eyes. It has come to stand for the existence of UFOs, aliens, and extraterrestrial life. In tattoo art, the alien head is sometimes also accompanied by full alien body depictions and entire otherworldly scenes as well.


ALLIGATOR


The symbolism of the alligator tattoo will, of course, vary from person to person but the well-known qualities of the animal serve as a general indicator. In the West, the alligator symbolizes aggression, sometimes to the point of killing without feeling. In China, though, the alligator is the inventor of the drum and of singing and may have even inspired the imperial dragon.


ALL-SEEING EYE


The all-seeing eye, a human eye surrounded by radiating beams of light, is found in many cultures and time periods and is designed in many ways in tattoo art. The eye is almost universally taken as a symbol of perception, not just in the physical sense, but in terms of spiritual vision and insight. Most often, the all-seeing eye is a watchful charm to ward off evil, alert but serene. It is also reminiscent of the third-eye concept, such as that on SHIVA’S forehead, where it unifies perception of many different dimensions.


ALPHA AND OMEGA


In a literal sense, the two Greek letters alpha and OMEGA are simply the first and last letters of the Greek alphabet. But when JESUS utters them in reference to himself, they take on a completely different meaning. “I am the Alpha and the Omega, the First and the Last, the Beginning and the End” (Revelation 22:13). In Revelation, the final BOOK of the Bible, prophetic visions of the end of the world and the second coming abound, and it is in these passages where the phrase “Alpha and Omega” is found. More than just an intimation of the eternal nature of Christ, the letters have also come to signify his completeness and promise to return.


ALPHA MU OMEGA


In a wordplay with the symbol of ALPHA AND OMEGA, the addition of the mu changes the three letters into an acronym for three Greek words meaning “yesterday, today, and forever,” with an emphasis on the presence of God in the here and now.


AMAZONS


In Greek legend, the Amazons were a race of women warriors with whom various Greek heroes often had violent contact. Typically they were armed with various weapons such as a bow, SPEAR, double AX, half-SHIELD, and sometimes a helmet. Their modern symbolism is thus a direct referent to their strength, courage, independence, and also their higher aspirations of sisterhood. Not surprisingly, their symbolism has been adopted by lesbians, for all of these reasons. The double ax, or LABRYS, is today a popular symbol of the lesbian community.


AMEN


Sometimes said at the end of a prayer or as an expression of approval or agreement, the word “amen” appears in both Greek and Hebrew. But in either context, it carries a sense of solemnity, rather than just affirmation. In a very fundamental and yet nonliteral way, it is ultimately an expression of faith. Typically this tattoo is done with a lettering style that expresses something earnest, although it can be simple and cursive or ornate and Gothic.


AMULET


An amulet can be any type of charm or talisman that is worn for protection from harm (or to bring good fortune) and it has taken many forms throughout time, including the tattoo. From the VENUS figurines of Neanderthal man, the SCARAB of ancient Egypt, or the ZUNI FETISH, to painted and tattooed images of numerous magic symbols, verses of sacred text, or the modern-day lucky RABBIT’s foot, amulets take on special meaning to the bearer. They actually become something that embodies the power that they symbolize, whether they are worn in life or death. The immediacy, permanence, and physical closeness of tattooed amulets make them a special class—a symbol that cannot be accidentally lost, a protection that is always present, and power that is constantly in one’s possession.


AMUN


Also known as Amon, Amen, or Ammon, this Egyptian god is “The Hidden One,” one of the primordial and most ancient of the gods, who was the driving force behind the wind and the air. However, he also became known as the king of the gods, the supreme ruler, during the New Kingdom. Sometimes he is given a RAM’S head or is shown as a complete ram. More familiar, though, is his depiction as a bearded man with a tall, double plumed headdress. Occasionally his image is painted blue, to show his invisibility. Over the centuries, he came to symbolize knowledge, impartiality, and rulership—the actual physical father of all pharaohs. Indeed, one of the most famous of the pharaohs had his name changed to Tutankhamen (which means “the living image of Amen”) in order to show his connection to this symbol of traditional kingship.


ANARCHY


The anarchy movement ranges from groups and individuals who wish to peacefully establish local self-government cooperatives to those who violently lash out at any government. The symbol of a capital “A” inside a CIRCLE is more likely to be used in some type of antigovernment vein than in the infrequent usage it receives from white supremacists. Its origin as a symbol is fairly modern, perhaps going back to its use in the Spanish Civil War (1936-1939). However, the symbol took hold in a much wider community when it was adopted after the 1968 general strike in France. The fact that in many of the world’s languages the word for anarchy begins with the letter “A” and the direct and simple appeal of the circle used as a framing element has helped to keep this symbol in use.
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ANCHOR


The anchor is one of a handful of symbols in the tattoo world that has remained both popular and true to its origins. The bearer of the anchor is likely a seafarer of some type—traditionally military (Navy, Marines, or Coast Guard) but sometimes recreational or commercial. In maritime lore, the tattooed anchor showed that a seaman had sailed the Atlantic Ocean. In ancient times among Mediterranean seafarers, the anchor symbolized the sea gods. In early Christianity, the anchor (with horizontal tie bar under the ring) was used as a covert symbol by virtue of its resemblance to a cross. Many times the anchor is combined with other symbols that elaborate something more specific—various creatures of the sea, ships, life preservers, names of ports. In general, though, it guarantees stability and security in the physical world and, by extension, steadfastness, hope, and trust in the spiritual world.


ANCHOR CROSS


The anchor cross, also known as the cross of hope, and the crux dissimu-lata (the disguised or dissimilar cross), was a Christian symbol of hope during the time of persecution under the Roman Empire. In Rome, during the third century, Christians were persecuted to such an extent that they dared not use the cross as their symbol for fear of exposure. The crux dissimulata was created with the intention that a non-Christian would not be able to recognize it as a Christian or church symbol or object of worship. Not surprisingly, Christ himself is seen by these early Christians as the “hope we have as an anchor of the soul, both sincere and steadfast” (Hebrews 6:19). This cross was also the emblem of St. Clement, Bishop of Rome (the first pope to succeed Saint Peter), who, according to lore, was tied to an anchor of iron and tossed into the sea at the order of the emperor Trajan.
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ANGEL


An angel, in virtually any culture or time period, represents benevolent spirituality. Angel tattoos sometimes take the form of innocent CHERUBS or righteous avengers, but most frequently they are illustrated as gentle guardians, guides, and personal protectors. The word itself comes from the Greek word for “messenger,” and angels are most frequently described as intermediaries between the supernatural world and the world of mankind. In some religions, angels are ranked, categorized by specific characteristics, and even personally named (ARCHANGEL MICHAEL). But in general, their existence in these religious systems implies a belief in a certain spiritual order—one in which humans have their place. Indeed, much of what angels do, even in tattoo symbolism, centers around their relationship to humans. While their activities are not unlike ours (such as playing music, as in this example), their actions remain at some sublime level—a level for which mankind longs.
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ANGEL OF NO MAN’S LAND


The Angel of No Man’s Land, sometimes also known as the “ROSE OF NO MAN’S LAND,” is a military field nurse. Originating from the nickname “angel of mercy,” the Red Cross nurses of World War I (for example, Florence Nightingale, “the lady with the lamp”) were actually memorialized in a song titled “The Rose of No Man’s Land.” The two images of ROSE and ANGEL are combined in tattoo art that was popular during both World Wars I and II. Soldiers remembered their nurses by getting tattoos that showed these compassionate women wearing a traditional white nurse’s cap with red cross, sometimes with a rose as a backdrop and also with American FLAGS or patriotic bunting. At times these nurses risked their lives to tend to wounded men and, at the very least, they offered kindness to soldiers who were far from home.
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ANGEL OF THE APOCALYPSE


The Coptic church, which originated and is still based mostly in Egypt, is the principal Christian church in that predominantly Muslim country. In addition, there is a Coptic Orthodox church in Jerusalem, and a few other churches in the Holy Land, built in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, as well as a Coptic bishopric in Khartoum, Sudan. The Coptic tattoos that come down to us today are those recorded by John Carswell in 1956 in Jerusalem and were principally done for Christian pilgrims to that city, reflecting a centuries-old practice there. This particular design shows the Angel of the Apocalypse or the Angel of Judgment. The winged angel with a ray HALO wears a pleated tunic, belted at the waist, and pointed boots. He holds the SCALES OF JUSTICE in his right hand and a SWORD in his left. Per Revelation 10:1-10, the ANGEL stands on the earth. Unlike the benevolent angels so prevalent in Western art, this angel is rendering the last judgment of all souls at the end of the world.
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ANKH


This ancient Egyptian HIEROGLYPH is an example of a symbol that has completely transcended its culture and yet is uniquely associated with it. It was probably in use as early as 3000 B.C.E., a symbol associated with Imkotep, physician for the pharaoh’s family, who later became a god of medicine and healing. Also known as the staff sign, the key of life, the key of the Nile, and the symbol for sexual union and for life, the ankh was associated with the Egyptian goddess Hathor and even with Christ as a symbol of eternal life. Part of its enormous appeal is the expression of opposites in its composition, as well as the active and passive qualities of the loop over the cross. Both the gods and recently dead of ancient Egypt are shown grasping it by the loop, sometimes upside down, using it as a key. In all its basic uses it is fundamentally a sign of life that is unending.
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ANNUNCIATION


In the Coptic pilgrimage tradition (see ANGEL OF THE APOCALYPSE for more details), the Annunciation tattoo shows the VIRGIN MARY with hands clasped and head bowed and an ANGEL nearby or descending. It depicts the moment when the angel Gabriel announces to Mary that she will conceive a Son of the Holy Spirit (represented by the DOVE with a ray HALO) to be called JESUS (Luke 1:26-38). Although less used today, the Annunciation once had a more important place in early Christian art, largely because it depicts an event that is the prelude to the redemption of the world.
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ANT


The ant is associated with industriousness, both in the East and the West, but an industriousness that can be extreme. While in the West the ant is sometimes seen as selfishly greedy, in Tibetan Buddhism it is excessively attached to the good things of this life. Even a casual observation of this busy insect reveals that, although tiny, it is continuously working and lends itself to symbolize active and diligent engagement in this world, energy, and teamwork.


ANTLERS


While antlers may not ever be seen as a lone design element in any tattoo, they do appear in noteworthy contexts as part of other designs. For example, the SHAMAN in many preliterate societies wears a headdress decorated with antlers. In fact, the so-called “Sorcerer” of the Paleolithic cave art of Trois Freres is a famous example (which itself has been used for tattoo art). It is possible that antler headdresses and masks were worn during ritual dances and performances. In most any context, the attachment of antlers is likely a link with wild beasts and a symbol of power.


ANUBIS


Sometimes also referred to as the Egyptian jackal-headed god, Anubis was the god of the dead and of mummification. He presided over the embalming process and the judgment of the dead, monitoring the Scales of Truth to protect them from deception and eternal death. This god of embalming may be associated with the JACKAL not only because it was an animal of intelligence but also because it would not have been unusual to have seen the jackal roaming cemetery and tomb areas in Egypt. In worshipping Anubis, Egyptians transformed their desire to keep the bodies of the deceased safe into a desire for the preservation of the body for eternity.
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APPLE


In the West, the apple has long been associated with something desirable and yet forbidden. It is the fruit of the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil in the Garden of Eden (and therefore also associated with tempta-tion); it is a source of immortality when Hercules retrieves it from Hes-perides; and it is even used by Solomon as the image of the sweetness of the Word of God. In China, the words for “apple” and “peace” (p’ing ) sound alike. Even the shape of the apple, with its near spherical symmetry, has been used as a sign for the world rule of emperors and kings as they hold an “imperial apple” along with their scepter. For the Celts, the apple is the fruit of knowledge, but also of magic and prophecy. In the legends of Celtic Britain, Avalon (Appleland) is a symbol for divine joy. Indeed, nearly every Neolithic or Bronze Age paradise of which we know was made of orchards that contained apples.


AQUARIUS


Aquarius (January 20-February 18) is the eleventh sign of the ZODIAC. Symbolized by a pair of undulating or zigzag horizontal lines representing WATER, the image for the astrological sign is also sometimes a man pouring water out of an URN. While all the astrological signs have certain psychological and behavioral associations for people born during their intervals (for example, Aquarians might be characterized as sociable, intelligent, and humanistic to the extremes of superficiality, dissociation, and imitative behavior), the sign of Aquarius has also become a symbol of the New Age movement and humanitarianism. That association might be derived from the water that Aquarius pours over the earth—interpreted as the water of awareness.
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ARAI TE URU


Arai Te Uru is the name of the Maori sea god who protected the canoe that brought the ancestors of the modern Maori to Aotearoa (New Zealand). It is one of five taniwha, a group of mythical monsters or dragons. Although given different forms by various artists, they are generally conceived as serpentlike and sinuous, abstract to the point where they may not resemble an actual animal.


ARCHANGEL


The archangel is one of the many categories of ANGELS in the major Western religions (Judaism, Christianity, and Islam). They are chiefs and even princes in the heavenly hierarchy. In both the Old and New Testaments, the archangels number seven: Uriel, Raphael, Raguel, Michael, Sariel, Gabriel, and Remiel. Frequently in artwork they are depicted as emitting holy power, wearing more elaborate clothing than ordinary angels, and sometimes performing their specific roles (see ARCHANGEL MICHAEL ).


ARCHANGEL MICHAEL


Representations of Michael, one of the seven ARCHANGELS, capitalize on his warrior nature. His holy soldier imagery is derived from Christian stories where Michael either contends with the DEVIL or where he and his angels fight against a dragon (who represents the Devil). In the early Christian church, Michael came to be seen as the helper of the church’s actual armies against the heathens. Probably the most illustrated of the angels, he is usually shown with a sword, wearing armor, and in combat with or triumph over a dragon or Satan (from the story in the Book of Revelation). Of course his angelic qualities are also emphasized with outspread wings and ray HALOS. His conquering of the foe is a powerful symbol of the triumph of good over evil, of right over wrong, and of our higher natures over our lower.
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ARIES


Aries (March 21-April 20) is the first sign of the ZODIAC and corresponds to the ascent of the sun and the emergence of spring in the northern hemisphere. The depiction, which almost looks like a sprouting weed, also symbolizes the curving horns of the RAM, and it is most definitely a “positive,” or male, sign. Also associated with the red planet of Mars and the element of fire, and people born during its astrological interval are, not surprisingly, given psychological traits connected with these images. Arians are seen as courageous, energetic, direct in approach, and freedom-loving, sometimes to the point of being selfish, quick-tempered, and impatient.
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ARMADILLO


Adopted as the official “small mammal” of the state of Texas in 1995, the armadillo is known for the nine-banded shield of its back, made up of overlapping bony plates. When attacked, it can roll itself up into a ball to protect its vulnerable undersides. It is a desert animal that has come to be associated not only with Texas but with the American Southwest in general, and it represents survival and toughness in that grueling environment.


ARROW


The arrow is one of the oldest, simplest, and most common symbols. Like other fundamental symbols, the range of meanings that it can take is very broad and actually tends to be contradictory at times. It has come to be associated with the male sex, lightning, weapons, swiftness, love, intuition, and sudden death. It is a symbol that has also been usurped by numerous disciplines, signaling an exponent in mathematics and a center of gravity in physics. Its appeal is direct in the sense that it can be used alone or in connection with other symbols to construct more complicated meanings. One well-known tattoo symbol—the PIERCED HEART—is a fine example of this type of usage.


ARYAN BROTHERHOOD


The letters “AB” stand for the Aryan Brotherhood, a prison gang that originated in 1967 at San Quentin prison, in California. It is essentially a gang that espouses white supremacist ideology. Tattoos are varied and may include DAGGERS, HEARTS, and/or RIBBONS that spell out their beliefs such as “white pride,” or that identify their state of origin.


ASO


The Dayak are the indigenous people of Borneo, an island that is part of the Malay Archipelago (southwest of the Philippines near Indonesia). As with tattooing techniques found throughout Polynesia, tattooing techniques in Borneo are likely also of great antiquity. The aso, a mythical animal that is a hybrid DOG and dragon, functioned as a protective image against malevolent spirits, and it was used not only in tattoos but also on shields, baby carriers, and houses.
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ATOMIC RADIATION


The multiple elliptical orbits of this symbol represent electrons revolving around a singular central dot representing the nucleus. Together the orbiting electrons and nucleus depict a scientific conception of one of the smallest parts of matter, the atom. It is also, though, a symbol that stands for nuclear radiation, nuclear research, nuclear power, and nuclear weapons. The curved lines that shadow the main orbits heighten the vibratory and kinetic energy that is implied.
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AUREOLE


The aureole, often seen in religious tattoo iconography, is the luminous cloud or circle of light that surrounds the whole figure (not to be confused with the HALO around just the head). It is symbolic of the glory of the divine—shining, bright, and beautiful.


AUTOMOBILE


When used in tattoo art, automobiles (and really vehicles of all types) are typically symbolic of a person’s work, pastime, or hobby. Sometimes luxury car or hot rod and sometimes MACK TRUCK or pickup, vehicles are many times shown in motion—in fact, at high speeds. These tattoos, like animal tattoos, sometimes become a metaphor for ourselves or our desires. They can also be associated with “fast living” and a certain recklessness, or “living in the fast lane.”


AX


Since the Neolithic (or “New Stone”) Age, the ax has been particularly symbolic of both battle and work. All ancient peoples seem to have used stone axes, and their use in creating sparks has perhaps led to their prevalent association with storms and with LIGHTNING, thunder, and rain. For some people, such as the T’ang Dynasty Chinese, stone axes actually fell from the sky. In tattoo imagery, the ax can stand alone or be integrated into a larger design—perhaps a VIKING scene or a Boris Vallejo painting. Their presence in most contexts, though, will draw upon their use as one of mankind’s earliest weapons.


AXIS MUNDI


The “axis of the world” is not a particular symbol but rather a type of symbol that takes many forms. It comes from the worldviews of many ancient peoples describing how they imagined the physical universe to be arranged—with the heavens above, an Underworld below, a central world that we occupy, and a central pole or axis that shoots straight through them all. The TREE OF LIFE is such a symbol, as is the CADUCEUS, both with central poles around which other aspects of the design are arranged in symmetry. Precisely because humans tend to arrange their views of the cosmos along such lines, these types of symbols appeal to us instinctively and appear repeatedly in tattoo imagery and artwork in general.


AZTEC CALENDAR STONE


The calendar stone is a combination of numerous symbols, also known as glyphs. The actual Aztec Calendar Stone was carved during the reign of the sixth Aztec monarch in 1479 and dedicated to the principal Aztec deity Tonatiuh, or the sun, whose face is in the middle. It was uncovered in Mexico City in 1790, measures almost twelve feet in diameter, and weighs some twenty-five tons. Surrounding the Tonatiuh are four square panels honoring previous incarnations of the deity that represent the four previous ages of the world. Circumscribing these are glyphs that represent the twenty days of the Aztec month. The central panel depicts the date “4 Ollin” (Ollin meaning “movement”), a day on which the Aztecs anticipated that their current world would be destroyed by earthquake. In addition, it holds the dates of previous holocausts: 4 Tiger, 4 Wind, 4 Rain, and 4 Water.
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