Tattoos as Women’s Body Decoration

- Tattoo Patterns in Okinawa and Kirtipur -

The custom of tattocing is practiced exten—
sively throughout Southeast Asia, Oceania and
many other parts of the world, but it is
generally thought of merely as a custom from
the past. On the other hand, the idea of
tattooing as a form of fashionable body de-
coration is prevalent among many young
people in today’s world. Tattooing as prac-
ticed among the women of the Ainu people of
northern Japan is widely known. Tattooing
was also practiced in the context of female
coming-of-age ceremonies in Okinawa and its
surrounding islands in the south of Japan. It
was common practice in Okinawa until an
official prohibition was placed on the custom
in 1899.

In March 2003, I had the chance to see
tattoos being applied to the ankles and wrists
of women around the age of sixty in the
ancient Nepalese city of Kirtipur. As in
Okinawa, the area from the inner wrist up
through the inner forearm was the most
frequent area of application, although there
were some cases of women also applying
tattoos to their outer ankles, In this study I
have compared the circumstances and methods
of tattooing and their links with the structure
of the patterns on the basis of examples of
tattooing methods employed in Okinawa and
Kirtipur. 1 have also examined tattooing as a

form of women's body decoration.
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Past research on tattooing in Okinawa has
shown that the practice is connected, depen-
ding on the age at which it occurs, with
girls’ coming-of-age ceremonies and, in later
life, with the idea of gaining peace in the
afterlife. Distinctive tattoo patterns are used
on each island, indicating where a woman
belongs and the fact that she is the property
of her island. Tattoo patterns include those
incorporating weaving patterns as executed by
women, symbolizing the economic role as
producers that women play on the island.

Turning now to the art of tattooing as
practiced in Kirtipur, tattooing is most com-
mon on the inner wrist, and the persons
name may sometimes be tattooed. Tattooing
is generally connected with rights of passage,
but my impression was that linkage between
the tattooed area and the pattern was not as
strongly restricted as in Okinawa. The pat-
terns used differed from person to person and
possessed strong individual characteristics.

It was evident that while tattoo patterns
possess religious and magical elements, they
subsequently come to incorporate elements of

body decoration.
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