Is tattooing fine art?

Culture has inspired fine art for as far back as the ‘cave men’ drawings. Their art, carved on the walls of the caves they inhibited, influenced the rise in body art where people marked their bodies with pigments 

With this in mind, people have since been permanently marking their bodies – otherwise known as ‘tattoos.’ 

Artists have been making paintings and creating body art/tattoos for a very long time, even though their historical lineages being the same and the origins of their cultural heritage the same, painting and sculpture have been held in the highest regard for a very long time where tattooing or body pigmentations are not held in the same light.  Why is there a drastic difference in these ideas and what makes “fine art” repel the permanent body art as a lesser art form of making art in this contemporary art world?

When looking at the difference between high and low art, it can be said that tattooing has become an industrial art form. With one of the most drastic differences between high and low art/culture being the implied industrialism. A slight snotty way of looking at it is the one of Theodor W. Adornos (1941) who describes low art as “generally taken for granted”
And when It comes to high art Elkin J. (2003 p53) says “more ambiguous, innovative and complex than other” suggesting a elitism in the definitions.   
Their customers choose the work they want to have on their body, but it could be argued that its the same as a painter taking a commission or a sculpture working with the council or an origination then create what they want displayed. 

There are many occasions where artists using tattooing, are creating their own work with their own message for deeper contextual reasons much like fine arist of this day and age and use the human body as their message bringer, in the same way a steel artist would choose to MiG weld rather than forge weld . One notable example of this type of tattoo artist is the work carried out by Little Swastika (picture 1) who is a tattoo artist in Tengen, Germany. He uses more than one body to create huge pieces of work that are original and unique to the people that come for them. 

These art installations are not down to the person or people getting them, he creates his work in a response to the person or people he is working on. Many of these relate to political issues, the modern day and the human condition. His objective is to represent his work as a living painting rather than a conventional tattoo. “I just create a mix of what I like and try to go as far away from tattooing as I can. I want it to look like a painting, not a tattoo.” (Swastika. L) 


Picture 1
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There is a change that has been recognized by the art world. Randall (2013) states that “until recently, the integration of tattoos into the art world was mostly confined to performance art. In 2000, for example, the Spanish artist Santiago Sierra paid four prostitutes and filmed them having single black lines tattooed across their backs. “this was a big step for tattoos and maybe not in the right way but it created the publicity that tattooing need to step that little more forward.

Today, tattoos are much like graffiti, - transformed from cult to collectible since the last decade. Even with graffiti I take until the explosion of the surrealist movement for it to be taken into the format of a higher art form. There is evidence of this in tattooing, the national maritime museum in Cornwall put on a exhibition names “Tattoo: British Tattoo Art Revealed” between the 17th of March to the 7th of January in 2018with exited people like Dr Matt Lodder  who explains the event “Tattooing is a magical, romantic, exciting and often-misunderstood art-form”.  However, there still seems to an attitude of tattooing to be a “non” serious art form

tattooing coming from western sailors who experienced the eastern world. Having seen native people with tattoos during their travels, they brought this home with them. This could explain why it was considered as not “fine art” -  due to its beginning in the western world, being right at the bottom of the cultural tree 

Jones (2015) states that “this reveals something fascinating about why tattoos are not treated as serious art.”  It is not because they come from the Pacific. Works of art from Hawaii and Easter Island are museum treasures. But tattoos were taken up by the European lower orders: thus they got a plebeian, even criminal reputation and are still seen as disreputable by some, despite becoming more and more popular now.

Drawing upon this makes interesting discovery that even though it is still held in great regard by eastern historical culture, the western world have hang ups on how it became so popular through the criminal world, adopting it as a way to intimidate or just as simply being a way for them to express them self through body marking 

There is evidence to suggest that that body art was one of the earliest forms of art. A discovery in Wales for example found a person’s skeleton believed to be 30,000 years old and had red ochre stains over it – indicating body art and shows that body art predates the cave drawings creating again the crazy notion that it not “fine art” 

Barrera (2017) notes that with more tattooist being educated in fine art, they are trying to bridge the gap between the opinions of the art world. There are some hard-core tattoo artists who want to stick with it, but then there are other tattooists who are pushing it to another level because they know what fine art is.

It could be argued therefore that she is trying to say that tattooists need to be in a formal art world to understand the creation of what is called fine art but also could be saying that tattooing is evolving naturally, to create new forms of art that should be held in the same regard as the art that would be found in the Tate modern . With the similar disciplines to painting, using a greater knowledge of composition and light and dark, the creation of a tattoo is just as disciplined or just as free as painting. 

Bredimus (2017) starts at the bottom left corner of his design and works his way to the top, “brushing in” colour with the needle and tightening up the composition as he goes along.”
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McGarth (2017) made a very potent remark in her work on tattooing and the art world; “to really determine whether tattoos are art, engages the broader, time-old question, “what is art?
The easiest answer, as Panaite says, comes down to questions of intention and perception. If the creator or receiver of the tattoo sees it as art, then that’s what it is.” 

In a counter argument, Highnam (2016) says that the problem with the tattoo world is that there’s not interest in the new everything and that the tattoo world is merely coming up with the same things that fine art has been doing for a long time. 

        “In his work (picture 3) he uses watercolour to show this as the new range in tattooing style, even though there has been watercolour painting for a very long time, it is still a step behind - It's still boring. The only interesting thing about the tattoo is that it's a new technique for tattoos. The actual “art” is already old” Highnam (2016)
 making what has already been made. Recreating different art methods on skin does that does not make it new. 

Making links between the different styles that corresponded in both art and tattooing is normal development in creating an individual style or identity like trash pulka - a style of tattoo that takes reference from realistic, abstract, pop art and surrealism. Combining these different art, influences has created an entirely new art style.

Picture 3
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The style of trash polka was created by Volker Merschky and Simone Pfaff .(mid 90s) With the styles great success and true nature, you can still see that it has taken many influence from fine art styles. Karim (2013) made a good counter point explaining that even through a person could be considered as a ‘canvas,’ he disagrees that tattooing can be regarded as fine art. He states that we judge art, we look and we analyse and we come up with our own story for that work, when that is on a person the judgment will jump to the person which carries the work on them for the better of the worse.
  “I appreciate the artistry of tattoos but also enjoy the mystery of learning about someone without being “visually influenced” to have a response. We all judge, and first impressions probably carry more weight than they should,” (Karim, 2013)
As much as these days there is a huge consensus that tattooing is definitely evolving into modern fine art but with that, still comes the people in the world that dislike it like   Sarah Vine (2014) a writer for the daily mail wrote about her personal distaste for tattoos: “Personally, I find the whole thing mystifying. If any child of mine gets one, it’ll be the white spirit and wire wool, and no mistake. Also, please can we stop calling them ‘body art’. They’re not. What they are is the British obsession with class made flesh.”
In her account you can see that she is not a supporter of tattooing in the slightest ,her last statement about “British obsession with class made flesh” is confusing ,does she mean that the person getting tattooed is trying to define them self’s into a class of British people similar to the classification of a working class ? or does she mean that the person is automatically lowering the economic class ? both statements don’t really make since .her age and time of upbringing might have something to do with this state of mind though as she does explain when she was younger tattoos here only had by people in the navy ,ex cons or hells angles which does back to the stigma to do with tattooing’s past ( even though it predates of this as traditional workings the east ) she also suggest in her article that religion might have something to play in the way she thinks by saying “If God had given me even half of what Cheryl Cole has, I wouldn’t have defaced the juiciest bit with a hideous rose.”(Sarah vine 2014) this also making me think that her own body image problems are coursing a somewhat jealous mind set .
With the rich cultural history about where tattooing has comes from and how it evolved to have such a negative social implication to how it has pulled it self back to being one of the most popular art forms in the world. With divided opinions on the subject, it creates a very fascinating conversation between the purist and the followers about whether it should be considered a new modern medium of fine art.
To conclude, this dissertation proposal will aim to explore and to try to understand the many different influences of tattooing in history, going from the Japanese culture to the Mauri people and how these things differ in different cultural environment, including looking as far back as the caveman to investigate more possible influences .with moving on to the evolution of tattooing through time how the traditional message had changed and who and where adopted it as their own .in this I my find myself working on a condensed area of the question but still tailing towards trying to answer the same question.
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