                                        Material Culture in Theory: A Case Study

material culture refers to the tools, weapons, utensils, machines, ornaments, art, buildings, monuments, written records, religious images, clothing, and any other ponderable objects produced or used by humans. When talking about material culture and how specifically art can not only showcase how people have changed over time but also how over time and distance people of many cultures have similarities tattooing is one of the best and most interesting examples. For thousands of years people have used tattooing to tell stories, their history, who they were and what they believed in. (The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica)
In my opinion the best way to show this in theory is the body being used as a canvas. Over time changes in society has also changed the tattoos that people have from ancient designs of swirling dots to modern fairy wings. This shows how cultures adapt and change. However not all tattoos within history are used for positive reasons for instance in ancient Rome they used tattoos to mark slaves. People have been branded and scarred as punishment for hundreds of years showing that while many saw tattoos as a thing of beauty and adornment that gave remembrance to their history others saw it as something to punish others with. (Hunter)
The act of tattooing and using ink to permanently decorate the body has been used for thousands of years, with mummified remains dating back to the fourth century BCE, sporting inked decorations. The eldest mummified remains found with tattoos belonging to otzi the ice man were dated to between 3370 BC and 3100 BC and it is believed that the tattoos were created by using soot from a burnt out fire there are many theories for how the tattoos were applied with the two most reasonable being. One that he did them himself by hand poking small holes with a sharp needle shaped object that was coated in the soot. Or two that they were done by taking an incredibly sharp knife like object and slicing the skin in small sections rubbing in soot as they went along. Due to the areas that the tattoos were in that being the lower back and knees amongst other places mainly being synonymous with degenerative pain conditions it is believed that the tattoos were used for medicinal therapeutic reasons. (Scallan)
[bookmark: _Int_fqYG7muH][bookmark: _Int_iGWOs0rr]Tattooing is an important part of many cultures around the world archaeologist Analyn Salvador-Amores in Ancient ink – the archaeology of tattooing talks about the Ibaloy mummies of pre 14th century Philippines. The ibaloy mummies are groups of mummified remains found in the cordillera region of the Philippines that are heavily tattooed. Salvador-Amores states that pre-Hispanic colonisation of the Philippines in 1521 tattooing was a highly prevalent practise with tattoos being used as rites of passage, talismans against malevolent forces, visible markers of religious and political standing within the community and status symbols. She explains that while the tradition of full body tattooing in this manner commonly referred to as Burik has died the mummies still keep the traditions and beliefs of the Ibaloy people alive. Burik as a word consists of rik meaning speckled and buri meaning to adorn or speckled like an iguana together 2giving an accurate name for the intricate dot work tattoos that the Ibaloy people wore. A commonplace symbol was the swirled sun on the back of the hand which while it had no special ritual behind it was held as a sacred icon. (Salvador-Amores)


[bookmark: _Int_BfJ0rOkE]There is a quite long timescale for the ibaloy mummies with some finds dating back to 370 BCE many of which during excavations were found not only with what are described as comb like objects and two horn chisels that were believed to be tattoo instruments within the burial chamber, but also many mummies were found in burial shrouds or even wooden coffins that had designs that closely resembled the tattoos of the dead. This closely links with the views that Bloch and Perry share of death regenerating order. by decorating the burial garb with patterns that match the tattoos of the dead the living are showing who that person was in life. The tattoos that showcased a person's social status would be able to show their place in society in both life and death. This is still a tradition amongst the Ibaloy people today with highly intricate death blankets being a deeply meaningful item to connect one to their culture and ancestors. (Bloch and Parry)

[bookmark: _Int_zg8Rrz9B]There are still many places in the modern world where tattooing is held in a high regard within a communities and cultures. One of the most well known cultural uses of tattooing is the tā moko of the Māori people. The art of tattooing was brought to New Zealand by the Māori people when they migrated from eastern Polynesia. However, over time the style of tattooing evolved to fit more with the new lifestyle of the people. What started as mainly geometric patterns had eventually become more spiral motifs that mirror the native ferns of New Zealand. The way in which they tattooed also changed with the original way being a sharp comb that pricked the skin this then became bone chisels that went much deeper into the skin and created scars that the ink was rubbed into. Many who get the Ta moko now choose to have the tattoo done the modern way with a tattoo gun that allows for more control and size difference within designs, but some do still choose the more contemporary traditional method of hand poking.  (New Zealand Tourism)
[bookmark: _Int_iDyf3Bqn]Ta moko is an interesting way of showing Stratherns decorated bodies as not only do the tattoos show kinship, but they also show ancestral ties. She coming from a feminist viewpoint mainly focuses on the gendered differences that are present within groups. This is shown with the Ta Moko as there are certain designs and areas that are gendered for instance it is typical for both men and women to get facial tattoos however only women get a tattoo that spans the lips, and chin called the moko kauae. The moko Kauae is an incredibly significant tattoo to have and traditionally is a mark of a womans coming of age it also connects the wearer to their family and ancestors in both a physical and spiritual way. It is typical for the immediate family to join the woman while being tattooed to further this bond. 
[bookmark: _Int_4BLG8GM5][bookmark: _Int_NQlKKjMe]Ta moko while starting hundreds of years ago is still a long standing tradition that many participate in each design that is made is completely unique and made specifically for the person that it will be tattooed on. Each line within a design can change the meaning of the tattoo with many Ta moko being used to tell a person's familial history as well as their individual achievements. This means that while each individual will have an entirely unique tattoo the makeup of that tattoo may be similar to the people who they are around and have similar experiences with for example those who are regarded as leaders have specific designs to showcase this if it is a familial leadership this will show in the make up of the design.
The tradition of tattooing faced a decline in the 1800s when New Zealand was colonised by Great Britain. The British looked down on the act of tattooing and discouraged the practise as they believed it to be Un Christian. This feeling of taboo that surrounded Ta moko stayed for a long time even after New Zealand gained its full independence from Great Britain in 1947 however they still had British influence till 1986. While the Ta Moko has gained back its popularity with both Māori people wanting to feel connected to their heritage and others who find beauty in the designs it is only recently that the taboo of tattoos has begun to fade from the modern world. With changes such as Air New Zealand allowing visible Ta Moko to be seen by workers during flights only happening in 2019 slowly they are being brought back into the light. 
[bookmark: _Int_KEK2ZaPq][bookmark: _Int_VjKtGh30][bookmark: _Int_XTcopxSI][bookmark: _Int_XCBwPNl0]In a western modern civilisation, tattoos are highly common to both have but also to see in the everyday. Unlike historically in a modern setting, tattoos are less likely to have a deeper meaning that connects people to the past and their ancestors and more likely to be chosen due to being aesthetically pleasing or from a piece of media that they enjoy.  The globalisation of media such as art, tv and film has opened up many doors for people looking to get tattoos. There is also more expressive freedom in the modern world with a range of careers allowing for people to be more open with their expression of self image. An increase in humanities based jobs as well as non office jobs has allowed for a divergence in tattooing. Personally, this has allowed me to get tattoos that i feel represent me and my interests while not fearing that they may impact my future employability meaning i can get tattoos like giant fairy wings because I enjoy the look of them. The growth of individualism and self-expression has meant that many employers are looking for people who will show themselves proudly and are different. Tattoos are also now more easily available meaning that most towns will have a tattoo studio this allows for people to pick an artist with a style that they enjoy and want on their bodies rather than having to go to the only tattooist in the village to get anything done. The emergence of tattoo artists also allowed for the modernisation of tattooing itself with the invention of the Tattoo machine in 1891 it was invented by Samuel O’Reilly, a tattoo artist from New York who used the mechanics from Edison's autographic printing pen to create the tattoo gun to not only speed up the process of getting a tattoo but also make it less painful. This was quickly mass manufactured and after many upgrades the tattoo gun is the most used method for tattooing although some artists do still hand poke however it is a lot more time consuming. (Team)
[bookmark: _Int_KBRuyhIB]While Tattoos are more normalised in a western modern society this does not mean that in everyone’s eyes they are socially acceptable and not subject to conservative views in areas such as employment, education and healthcare. Canning argues that factors such as gender, class and race can change how people are viewed and their social capital. Two people may have the exact same tattoo yet be treated differently due to their visible gender. This is seen heavily in the less creative sectors of employability with traditionally white collar jobs that have a much stricter outlook on bodily expression. These jobs are more likely to ask a person to cover their tattoos that a traditionally blue collar or creative job. Opinions around tattooing are also a generational show of culture as the older generation are more likely to be against tattooing or see it as a taboo still while the younger generation of westerners are more likely to see tattoos as adornments and get one. (Canning)
In summary 
Tattooing is a tradition that has been around for thousands of years and while over those years the methods meanings and accessibility has changed, they are still around and being used to decorate people's bodies. Tattoos as a material thing are a great way of showing cultures as they show how these cultures change over time whether that be through the method of tattooing like with the Māori people or a change in opinions surrounding tattoos such as the generational divide. They show how permanent bodily artwork has changed and refined overtime to fit with the society that it is within. 
In my opinion tattoos are a show of physical artwork and ideals they can hold lots of emotions, memories and pride but they can also be fun. In todays society they are not always viewed as seriously by the people getting them instead being used for vanity. I get tattooed to have artwork and magic on my body to have a permanent jewellery option that is personal to me. 
Bibliography 
Bloch, M. and Parry, J. (1982). Death and the Regeneration of Life. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Canning, K. (2006). Gender history in practice : historical perspectives on bodies, class & citizenship. Ithaca (New York): Cornell University Press.
Hunter, D. (2019). The History and Origin of Tattoos. [online] AuthorityTattoo. Available at: https://authoritytattoo.com/history-of-tattoos/.
multiple authors (2020). ANCIENT INK : the archaeology of tattooing. university of Washington press: Mclellan.
New Zealand Tourism (n.d.). The meaning of tā moko, traditional Māori tattoos | 100% Pure New Zealand. [online] www.newzealand.com. Available at: https://www.newzealand.com/us/feature/ta-moko-maori-tattoo/.
Salvador-Amores, analyn (n.d.). Burik. In: L. Krutak and A. Deter-Wolf, eds., Ancient Ink : The Archaeology of Tattooing . university of Washington press: Mclellan, p.pp 37-55.
Scallan, M. (2015). Ancient ink: Iceman Otzi has the world’s oldest tattoos. [online] Smithsonian Institution. Available at: https://www.si.edu/stories/ancient-ink-iceman-otzi-has-worlds-oldest-tattoos.
Strathern, M. and University Of California Press (1988). The gender of the gift : problems with women and problems with society in Melanesia. Berkeley ; Los Angeles ; London: University Of California Press, Druk.
Team, G. (2024). Who invented tattoo gun? - The Civil War. [online] The Civil War. Available at: https://www.civil-war.net/who-invented-tattoo-gun/ [Accessed 12 Oct. 2025].
The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica (2018). material culture | Definition & Examples. [online] Encyclopedia Britannica. Available at: https://www.britannica.com/topic/material-culture.


