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This essay explores three keywords – Tattoos, Patterns, and Cultures viewed through a lens of visual design and identity. They are closely connected to my creative practice as both a surface pattern designer and a tattoo artist, enabling me to think about how design spans across different surfaces, whether through fabric or skin. From cultural body modification to modern fine line tattoos and decorative surface patterns, each section reflects on how meaning can be carried through visual marks, repletion, and placement. By researching these keywords, I began to understand the emotional, historical, and symbolic roles design can play both personally and within wider communities.

According to the Cambridge dictionary, a tattoo is “a permanent image, pattern, or word on the skin that is created by using needles to put colours under the skin” (Cambridge Dictionary, 2025). This is a simple definition introducing what tattoo means in a physical process and visual form. However, tattoo often carries a much deeper meaning than the dictionary suggests; it carries culture, identity, memory and even resistance. 

Tattoos are more than just a body decoration; they are also a form of visual design. Many tattoo artists and surface pattern designers use similar principles when it comes to mark-making, developing patterns or motifs. Tattoo artists work with stencils, where following the body’s natural curves allows for the design to flow with the form rather than work against it. The body is not just a canvas, but a living, expressive artwork painted by the artist. Surface pattern designers also work with placement of motifs, but across materials such a silks, wools, and cottons. Whilst tattoo artists must consider the movement and texture of skin, surface pattern designers must think how a design will appear on different surfaces – whether on a flowing dress or a flat wallpaper panel. Both use pattern and repetition to bring the visions to life, but each medium comes with its own set of technical and creative challenges.

One tattoo artist who closely reflects my design style is Monique Oliveira (@moniquetattooer). She is a fine line tattooist known for her elegant floral compositions. Her work combines detailed yet delicate botanical elements with gentle flow that moves naturally across the body, much like surface pattern design placed on fabric. In her tattoos, repetition, linework, and tone come together in delicate balance – creating pieces that feel both expressive and timeless. One example of her work (Fig. 1) shows a floral thigh piece that wraps beautifully around the body. The design uses soft shading, intricate petal layers, and a natural placement to follow the curves of the leg and hip. As a surface pattern designer and tattoo artist myself, this style speaks deeply to me. It reminds me that pattern does not have to live only on wallpaper or fabric, it can become part of the skin, shaped by the body and by the emotion behind the design.
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AI-generated content may be incorrect.]Fig. 1 Fine line floral tattoo by Monique Oliveira (@moniquetattooer)

Throughout history, there has been a close link between tattoos and certain social groups such as sailors, gang members and prisoners. In the 18th and 19th centuries, sailors used tattoos as experience markers to symbolise safe travel, loyalty and time spent at sea. Designs such as nautical stars, anchors and swallows were often used to represent navigation skills, homecoming, and courage. According to the Military.com (2016), each symbol has a specific meaning, and sailors often wore them as medals of honour, earned through experience rather than awarded by rank. For example, “a sailor would earn a swallow tattoo for every 5,000 nautical miles travelled” (Military.com, 2016) and these journeys across oceans were marked with permanent symbols of survival and skill. These tattoos followed set designs and repeated motifs, forming early flash sheet-style systems that emphasised tradition and identity. This can be seen in archival photos of US Navy soldiers proudly showing their swallow chest tattoos, which were believed to guide them home safely (Fig. 2).
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AI-generated content may be incorrect.]Fig. 2. US Navy sailors showing off swallow chest tattoos, symbolising navigation and safe return. 

In other social groups, such as gangs or prison communities, tattoos also function as a form of visual language. These tattoos were often used to identify affiliation, warn rival groups, or show rank, sometimes even leading to punishment if removed without permission. While sailor tattoos were seen as rewards or achievements, gang and prison tattoos could be a badge of honour or a mark of survival. As Margo DeMello (2000) explains in Bodies of Inscription, tattooing in subcultures allows individuals to express resistance, identity, and personal history through the body. Similarly, Polhemus (1998) argues that within prison communities, tattoos carry layered meaning that reflect a person’s status, criminal identity, or resistance to institutional control. While the meanings vary between sailors and prisons, both use tattooing as a symbolic system that relies on pattern, repetition, and placement to communicate belonging and lived experience.

Exploring tattoos as a visual language has made me reflect on how patterns and designs function on the body. I have always seen tattoos as something personal and almost memorial, but now I understand how deeply connected they are to history, culture, and identity. Since I work as a tattoo artist alongside my studies, this research has helped me reflect on how I approach my own practice, not just as image- making, but also as storytelling through ink. Seeing how other artists work with placement, repetition, and emotion has inspired me to explore how surface pattern design can also hold meaning; not just decoration placed on a surface, but a way of carrying memory and connection. 

The Cambridge Dictionary defines pattern as “a particular way in which something is done, is organised, or happens,” and as “a repeated decorative design,” (Cambridge Dictionary, 2025). In surface pattern design, repetition is not just about making something look beautiful, it is how rhythm, structure and a sense of flow works through a motif allowing the design to connect and speak within a space and pattern. Being a surface pattern designer myself, I often work with messy forms of mark-making that feel simple at first but become more expressive and detailed when repetition is included.

William Morris is a 19th century artist and writer known for his decorative and nature-inspired patterns. Morris believed that design should be both functional and beautiful, especially in places we spent most of our time in. Interior and textiles should not just be practical they should create a deeply emotional environment that makes you feel safe and proud of your space. He once said, “Have nothing in your house that you do not know to be useful or believe to be beautiful” (Morris, 1880). This way of thinking is something I follow closely, especially when I am designing interior pieces that people spend extended periods of time in. As designers, I believe we must think about what a customer would connect with, and how a motif or a pattern would fit into a different personal space. Like Morris, I do not only see pattern as decoration, but something emotional and immersive. Whether I am working on textiles or interior, I am interested in how repeated forms can shift the feeling of a space and make people feel held by the design. This can be seen in his design Strawberry Thief, where repeating motifs of birds and plants create a feeling of harmony and rhythm (Fig. 3). The use of repetition and symmetry in the design creates a naturally flowing pattern that draws the viewers eyes in its design. This turns natural elements into decorative motifs, showing how pattern can be both beautiful and structured.
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AI-generated content may be incorrect.]Fig. 3. Strawberry Thief, textile design (William Morris, 1883). 
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AI-generated content may be incorrect.]Another designer who inspires my practice is Orla Kiely, a contemporary surface pattern designer known for her bold, retro-inspired prints. Her work is often based on simplified organic forms such as leaves, flowers or seed pots which are repeated to create bold, structured patterns. Kiely’s Multi Steam is one of her most recognisable designs which combine both flat graphic shapes and a playful but controlled use of colour (Fig. 4). In her book Pattern, Kiely explains, “Repetition creates rhythm and familiarity, It’s the basis of all my designs, and it gives the pattern a life beyond the flat surface” (Kiely, 2009, p.15). This idea of rhythm and familiarity through repetition is something I relate to as designer. While my own patterns are often messier and more expressive, I also aim to create designs where the motifs flow beautifully across the surface, bringing emotion, rhythm and meaning through pattern. Like Kiely, I want my patterns to feel bold but personal, using colour and shape to create visual interest and emotional connection, while fitting naturally into someone’s everyday living space.
Fig. 4. Multi Stem, wallpaper design. (Orla Kiely Studio 2025).
A surprising discovery I have made while researching pattern is the vast varieties and themes that exist across designs; how powerful patterns and shapes are in the clothes we wear, the spaces we live in, and the way we feel in those environments. Whenever I create my designs, I feel a sense of calm wash over me, especially while using brushes and different mediums to create mark-makings, which I later develop into repeatable motifs. Everything starts to flow naturally, and even a pop of colour can bring a whole piece together. Even a small, imperfect mark can become something bold and expressive when it is repeated. The sense of growth and the process itself is what makes patterns meaningful. I aim to create designs that feel safe, comforting and even healing. The works of Morris and Kiely reminded me that whether a pattern is delicate, bold, messy, or structured, it can still live beautifully in textiles and interiors. What matters is how it is repeated and the intention behind it. 

The Cambridge Dictionary describes culture as “the way of life, especially the general customs and beliefs, of a particular group of people at a particular time” (Cambridge Dictionary, 2025). Culture can be expressed through language, rituals, symbols, and the ways in which people modify and present their bodies. This section explores how cultural identity is expressed through traditional body modification practices, particularly scarification and lip plates and how they carry a deep and sacred meaning to those who take part in them. These traditions reflect not only identity but also show how inclusive and essential cultural practices are within these communities. Exploring cultural body modification opens a wider understanding of how visual expression is shaped by beliefs and inherited values.
Scarification is a tradition form of body modification used by various African tribes, including the Dinka and Yoruba tribes. These communities use scarification to communicate cultural identity, beauty, and social belonging within the tribes. Unlike traditional tattoos which are made using a machine, stencil and ink, scarification involves cutting or etching pattern directly into the skin. As the wounds heal, they form raised scars, each one becoming a symbolic and culturally meaningful design. For Yoruba communities, these marks function as a visual language. As Olatunji Ojo (2008) explains, “the mark conferred on her daughter [is] a standard feature of Ondo identity” (p.347); a single scar can signify a deeper sense of cultural connection. Scarification also played a huge role during periods of social change and migration; it helped people anchor themselves within a shared ethnic identity (Ojo, 2008). According to Pitt Rivers Museum, scarification often marks transitions such as puberty, marriage, or entry into adulthood (Pitt Rivers Museum, n.d). In Fig. 5, the raised patterns across the young man’s back are not only decorative, they form a living archive of meaning, status and belonging withing the tribal community. Though scarification appears extreme to the outsiders, within these tribes and communities it reflects beauty, pride and tradition that has been passed down through generations.



[image: Photographer unknown, courtesy of Allen F. Roberts and the Central Archives of the White Fathers (Missionaries of Our Lady of Africa), Rome.]Fig. 5. Traditional scarification on the back of a young man. (Pitt Rivers Museum, n.d.).
One of the most visually striking forms of cultural body modification is the use of lip plates, practiced by the Mursi and Suri tribes of Ethiopia. In these communities, young women take part in rituals where the lower lip is cut and gradually stretched to a hold a wooden or ceramic plate. According to McLean (2023), “certain processes of getting a lip plate do hurt, but once it has been created to the desired size there is no pain.” The process typically begins around puberty, when a girl’s mother inserts a small wooden stick into the lower lip. Over time, this process is repeated with larger sticks that eventually turn into clay plates where the lip is then stretched slowly until the required size is reached. The size of the plate often carries symbolic weight – particularly in relation to marriage. As McLean (2023) explains, men traditionally pay the chosen girl’s father with cattle, and a larger plate often means higher exchange. In these tribes’ woman take pride in their lip plates, wearing them during ceremonies, while serving food, or at celebrations. Some plates are even decorated with patterns, making each one unique to the individual. In Fig. 6, the strength and elegance of the woman’s posture, along with the intricate body paint, reflect the pride and deep cultural meaning behind this practice.
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AI-generated content may be incorrect.]Fig. 6. Mursi woman wearing a traditional lip plate. 
Looking at scarification and lip plates as cultural practices shows how identity can be expressed through shared visual traditions. These modifications are not just personal or decorative in these tribes, they hold meaning within the community and are passed down through generations. Stuart Hall (1997, p.2) explains that culture is a “set of practices…concerned with the production and the exchange of meanings - the 'giving and taking of meaning' - between the members of a society or group” Through his way of thinking, body modification becomes a form of communication. Whether through raised scars or stretched lips, these marks represent history, belonging and pride. They show that design can exist not only on surfaces or paper, but on the body itself, carrying emotion, memory, and identity.

What surprised me most during this research was how young some girls are when they begin body modification, and how, in some cases, they are arranged for marriage before they even start the lip plate process, often before they hit puberty. It was emotional to learn how early these traditions begin. This research changed how I think about visual design; it showed me that pattern and its meaning can live far beyond paper or fabric. As a surface pattern designer and a tattoo artist, it made me realise I could combine both practices, even experiment with traditional tribal artwork on fake skin. I have always believed that people express themselves in different ways, but this reminded me how deeply personal and powerful that can be. Scarification and lip plates are not just about appearance, they carry identity, history, and a sense of belonging within the communities. They show how visual design can become something emotional and symbolic, honouring tradition whilst expressing something deeply human.

Looking back at the keywords Tattoo, Pattern and Culture, the strongest connection between them is how each one uses visual design to carry meaning. Whether it is through repeated motifs in surface pattern design, or the symbolic marks found in cultural body modification, all three keywords reveal how pattern is deeply tied to identity and storytelling. Across the essay, I began to see that design does not just sit on surfaces like fabric or walls, it also lives on skin, shaped by emotion, tradition, and memory. I realised that no matter where a pattern appears, it has the power to communicate something personal or cultural, and that those messages shift dependent on the time, place, or community.

As someone who works both in surface pattern and tattooing, this research made me think about how the two practices could start to merge more intentionally. It showed me that what I create does not have to be limited to a single material or purpose. A motif could live on fabric, or it could be inked onto skin, and both can hold a powerful meaning. Cultural practices like scarification and lip plates reminded me how deep this connection can go, especially when marks are passed down throughout generations or tied to belongings. In contrast, modern tattooing and fine line work reflect how contemporary artists use the body as a new kind of canvas, blending tradition with modern aesthetics.

This exploration has opened new ideas for how I might use repetition, placement, and symbolism in my future projects, both on skin and in print. It has made me more aware of the emotional responsibility that comes with placing design onto people’s bodies and in everyday living spaces.

Research Question:
How can surface pattern design and fine line tattooing be used together to explore identity, memory, and personal symbolism across skin and fabric?
Subquestions:
· In what ways can motifs and mark-making translate across textile and tattoo surfaces?
· How does the placement of designs shape emotional or cultural meaning?
· Can combining these practices create new ways of visual storytelling?
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