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Eliza Schiffrin

“This so clearly needs to be

marked”: An exploration of

memorial tattoos and their

functions for the bereaved
ABSTRACT

This qualitative study explores how memorial tattoos function as mourning rituals
in the grief processes of the bereaved. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with
14 individuals who had honored at least one deceased loved one with a tattoo.
Demographic questions as well as open-ended interview questions were put forth to
participants in order to determine the meanings and uses of memorial tattoos for the
bereaved. The objective of this study was to establish if memorial tattoos function as
effective grief rituals as defined by the literature, namely if they integrated structure,
symbolism, and the inclusion of others into the ritual experience.

All participants stated that their memorial tattoos provided them with a
connection to others during their grief process and with a symbolic representation of their
loss. All but two of the participants identified ways that the process of obtaining a
memorial tattoo provided structure during a chaotic grief experience. All but one of the
participants articulated a least one way in which their memorial tattoo had been helpful in
their grief process. More than half the participants identified ways that the memorial
tattoos had changed them personally, and ways in which the tattoos had marked the
significant transformation of their lives following the death of their loved one. The
majority of participants spoke about their tattoos as functioning as tools for connecting

with the dead, and half the participants identified how the tattoos have created gateways

to talk about their grief experience.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

This study seeks to explore the meaning of memorial tattoos for bereaved
individuals who obtain them as a part of their grief process. The question this study
intends to answer is, ““Do memorial tattoos function as adaptive mourning rituals for the
bereaved?”” Grieving individuals may feel isolated in their experience of loss or may feel
that they cannot find the language to communicate about the extremity of their loss. This
study inquires into the potential for memorial tattoos to be utilized as a ritual to honor
one’s own grief, and as the beginning of a conversation that connects the internal
experience of loss with an external world. This research intends to offer the social work
profession a deeper understanding of the grieving process, the use of tattoo as ritual in
this process, and the perception of individuals who have obtained tattoos.

Mourning rituals are regarded as a significant step in the grieving process that
offers the containment of space and time for the expression of grief (Imber-Black,1991).
Rituals that honor the death of a loved one are recognized and regarded as valuable tools
in the facilitation of the healing process. However, there is very little literature on the use
of tattoos in the grieving process and their function for bereaved individuals, particularly
as rituals contained in a specific space and time, but with meaning and presence that
persist through the wearer’s lifetime. Concurrently, tattoos have been recognized as an

empowered action taken in response to fear of disease, social conditions, and cultural



trends (Atkinson, 2004), while not being discussed in the literature as responses to
intimate experience with death. This study seeks to begin filling in the gap of research
concerning the use of tattoos in the process of grieving.

From a narrative stance, this study is interested in mourning rituals as the
construction of a story about relationship and loss. Narrative therapy is interested in
assisting people to fully explore the stories of their lives, the meaning they attribute to
these stories, and to uncover potential alternative stories that open up new possibilities for
a client’s experience of themselves in the world (White & Epston, 1990). One aspect of
this process is “externalizing the problem,” a concept from narrative therapy that suggests
the separation of the person from the problem they are experiencing (White & Epston,
1990). This study seeks to explore bereavement tattoos as ritual performed by the
bereaved to make external an internal experience of pain or deficit.

The participants in this study have obtained a memorial tattoo (a tattoo acquired
in reference to the death of a loved one). Participants were recruited through a snowball
sample. This is a qualitative, exploratory study using interviews and basic demographic
questionnaires. Interviews have taken place over the phone or in person at a location to

be determined.



CHAPTER I
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

This study seeks to better understand the use of memorial tattoos as post-death
rituals and how they do or do not function in facilitation of the grief process for the
bereaved. There is no literature pertaining primarily to the use of tattoos in the mourning
process. However, tattoos as vehicles for commemorating the death of a loved one are
acknowledged briefly by some authors (Clerk, 2009; Atkinson, 2004; Grumet, 1983).
The study of tattoos as mourning rituals will be placed in the context of literature
exploring ritual and metaphor in the grief process in order to investigate the qualification
of memorial tattoos as established mourning rituals. Furthermore, literature on tattoos as
transitional objects, motivational forces leading to tattoo acquisition, psychological
characteristics of tattoos, and the significance of inscribing the body will be included in
order to contextualize the phenomenon of memorial tattoos within the greater
understanding of tattoo significance in U.S. culture. Literature pertaining to the
cultivation of ongoing relationships with the dead will be referenced in order to give
context to how memorial tattoos may or may not be experienced as an exercise in relating

with the dead.



Metaphor and Meaning Making in Bereavement

Research suggests the use of metaphor and ritual are helpful in the grieving
process (Nadeau, 2006, 2008; Castle & Phillips, 2003; Romanoff & Terenzio, 1998;
Wyrostok 1995; Imber-Black, 1991; Reeves & Boersma, 1990; Rando, 1985). Lakoff
and Johnson (1980) define metaphor as “understanding and experiencing one kind of
thing in terms of another” (p. 5). Nadeau (2008) describes metaphors as giving structure
to “how we perceive, what we think, and what we do” (p.524). Stepakoff (2007)
describes the use of symbolization, a process of giving form to an unexpressed
experience or emotion, and it’s healing power in the aftermath of massive war atrocities.
She writes of the relief experienced in giving form to internal experience, particularly
when that form “opens up the possibility of being understood by another” (p.402).
Healing is deepened when such form (i.e. language, drama, dance, art, music, or any
“sharable” artistic medium) is experienced by another who can acknowledge and
appreciate it (Stepakoff, 2007, p.402).

Nadeau (2008) outlines how the bereaved often speak metaphorically about their
experience and suggests that metaphors used by family members in the aftermath of a
death in the family will structure how the death is perceived, thought about, and “how
(family members) will grieve” (p. 524). Nadeau asserts that therapists can listen for
metaphors as a tool to uncover meaning that might otherwise be missed, and to use these
metaphors to help families make meaning out of their loss (Nadeau, 2006, 2008).

Furthermore, the use of metaphor in grief therapy offers a deeper understanding to the



therapist about how the loss is being experienced, and provides a simpler and less-
threatening language to the bereaved for talking about the loss (Nadeau, 2006).

Anderson (2001) writes about language as metaphor in therapeutic context, and
the power it has to manage and construct the experience of grief. He states,

Within the conversational process private thoughts and feelings are socially re-

invented and reconstructed, seen anew and afresh by counselor and client. Private

trauma and public self come to cohere in the counseling process so as to effect
‘cure’ (p.136).

Referring to the definition of metaphor as imagining one thing in terms of another,
Anderson (2001) suggests that metaphor can facilitate the movement from the “insecurity
and danger” of the unfamiliar to the “certainty of the known” (p. 138). Moller (1996)
asserts the significance of “personal construct systems” for making sense of life
following a devastating loss of a loved one. In the case of grief, image and language can
be used to transform the experience of a fragmentation of self to a “once again bearable,
narrative whole” (Anderson, 2001, p.138). Concurrently, Nadeau (2008) describes how
narrative therapy can be employed when working with grief therapeutically in order to
make sense of disorder and meaninglessness (p.521). Furthermore, Gilbert (2002) states
that “we make meaning and create stories in the context of real and imagined
relationships” (as referenced in Nadeau, 2008, p.521) suggesting that meaning can be
illuminated in relationship with clinicians, but also in relationship with the dead. One of
the tasks of this study, therefore, is to discern if memorial tattoos offer structure and
meaning to the bereaved and their relationship with the loved ones they have lost, and,
furthermore, if the tattoo constructs a narrative that can be shared- either literally in

conversation with the living, or metaphorically in conversations with the dead.



The development of narrative therapeutic practice influences this study through an
interest in memorial tattoos as constructing a story about relationship and loss. Narrative
therapy is interested in assisting people to fully explore the stories of their lives, the
meaning they attribute to these stories, and to uncover potential alternative stories that
open up new possibilities for a client’s experience of themselves in the world (White &
Epston, 1990). Narrative therapist Michael White (2000) writes about descriptions as
“relational, not representational” (p. 36). Relating to the concept of metaphor described
earlier as “understanding and experiencing one kind of thing in terms of another” (Lakoff
& Johnson, 1980, p. 5) we can understand this relational nature of description as
suggesting that one description of meaning implies that a second description exists. The
second description he refers to as the “absent but implicit,” a concept that is central to the
work of narrative therapists in exploring the multidimensional nature of their client’s
stories (White, 2000). If tattoos may be thought of as descriptors, then they will be
explored here as metaphors for a complex story that may be asking to be externalized.
The act of externalization, in the case of tattoos, is quite literal, and may be an attempt by
the bereaved to begin an “externalizing conversation” in which to separate sense of self
from grief (White & Epston, 1990).

Mourning Rituals
Modern Society as a Context for Grief Ritual

The literature on mourning rituals in modern American culture identifies
contemporary expressions of grief as taking place privately and in isolation, and within
the context of a society that values expressions of individualism and pleasure over the

public display of suffering (Moller, 1996). Modern grief rituals are regarded as having



evolved into something quite removed from those of the nineteenth century Victorian
period in which there were expectations of public displays of grief- such as wearing
mourning clothes or “widows weeds,” altering behaviors during a period of mourning,
erecting elaborate structures to honor the dead, and representing grief and death through
artistic expression (Howarth, 2001; Moller, 1996). Wyrostok (1995) cites the split
between medicine and religion as a precursor to the de-ritualization of grief, as Western
medicine has increasingly been “purged of ritual” (p.398).

Moller (1996) cites the work of Geoffrey Gorer and other historians in
establishing that modern Judeo-Christian culture is in a unique historical period in which
“the overwhelming majority of people lack rituals and social patterns to help them deal
with the inevitable crisis of human death and grief” (pp.110-111). The result, according
to Moller (1996), is that a once public and communal process of facing death has been
reduced to an individual struggle whose resolution relies upon one’s own personal coping
skills. Furthermore, Moller (1996) suggests the possibility that as grieving becomes more
individualized, it may also become more emotionally intense in its impact upon the
individual. In other words, denial of the struggle associated with grief may actually
promote and make more acute the suffering of the bereaved. Romanoff and Terenzio
(1998) assert that with the deterioration of bereavement rituals in modern society, there
has been the development of “insufficient grieving and inadequate resolution of grief”
(p-699).

Imber-Black (1991) explores the use of rituals in the healing process during
periods of mourning. He states, “the lack of authentic mourning rituals in contemporary

life frequently impedes the required healing process following a death” (p. 209). Kubler-



Ross (1969) writes of the rituals associated with the death of a loved one as expressions
of “sorrow, grief and shame” that solicit empathy from the community, thus implying
that placement of mourning rituals within community is essential to their efficacy (p. 18).
The reduction of ritualistic acknowledgement of death in the public sphere, therefore,
denies individuals the placement of their grief experience within the context of a
supportive community that facilitates the integration of the experience into the ongoing
existence of the individual as a member of the living. As a result, bereaved individuals
may create their own venues for expressing grief and seeking community support as is
shown by Gilbert (2006) who explores the mourning practices of the modern world as
evolving with the technology of the times through mediums such as “virtual cemeteries”
in which individuals can electronically post tributes to their deceased loved ones and can
respond and offer encouragement to one another (p.245). Gilbert (2006) identifies this
phenomenon of technological community around death as a response to the lack of public
forum for the expression of grief in modern American culture. Howarth (2001) also
explores how the bereaved may create their own public expressions of sorrow when the
community is devoid of grief outlets. This is particularly true, according to Howarth
(2001), when a death is “violent and untimely,” and the bereaved feel more conviction
regarding their “right to grieve” (p.253).

Doss (2002) explores contemporary expressions of commemorating death in the
material and public sphere in the United States, asserting that “visibly public material
culture rituals pertaining to death and grief suggest broad and diverse interest in
‘reclaiming’ death, in making death meaningful on personal, individual levels and

challenging an ‘American way of death’ that has largely been, since the mid-19" century,



the purview of medicine, science and technology” (p.63). She discusses this theory in
terms of communal expressions of grief and loss as in the Oklahoma City National
Memorial and temporary shrines near Columbine High School in Littleton, Colorado, and
suggests that such sites for public mourning may indicate that “an American public that is
often hesitant and fearful about death and dying has equated the visual and material
culture of grief with the transformative milieu of the sacred...” (p.70).

Laird (1984) identifies how ritual is a powerful medium for helping to facilitate
transformation in families that are struggling. She identifies American society as
“underritualized,” and highlights the suggestion that “at least some forms of mental
illness may be nurtured by the fact that individuals are forced to accomplish their
transitions alone, with private symbols” (p.124). She speaks of collective ritual as
“dramatic efforts to bring some particular part of life firmly and definitely under control,”
and calls on social workers to “invite families to consider how to mark and celebrate such
transitions and symbolize the altered family system” (p.124, 127). Memorial tattooing,
therefore, will be explored through this study as a practice seeking to articulate an
experience of loss in both public and private ways. The public element of memorial
tattoos which are performed through the body and which can announce a loss experience
will also be explored as an act which may have political, isolation-breaking
characteristics in the context of a death-denying society.

Religious Ritual and Modern Grief

Certain cultural groups within American society have maintained traditional post-

death rituals that continue to be practiced in efforts to facilitate the grief process of those

in mourning. Examples of such practices can be found in the Jewish tradition and is



described by Gordon (1975) as founded in a belief system that “opposes repression of the
emotions and enjoins the mourner to express his grief and sorrow openly” (as cited in
Kubler-Ross, 1975, p.49). A series of rituals are instituted by the community in order to
assist the bereaved in this task, and to offer guidance during a period of intense loss.
These rituals are both concrete and symbolic, such as Kriyah- the tearing of clothes prior
to the memorial service- and the assignment of responsibility for the burial planning to be
placed on the mourner so that they are given an outlet for their desire to offer something
to the dead (Gordon, 1975). During Kriyah, the bereaved individual performs this
dramatic and symbolic representation of an internal tearing that has been caused by the
death of a loved one. Furthermore, it seeks to allow the mourner cathartic release of pent
up anguish (Gordon, 1975). The week following the death is called Shiva and is
described by Gordon (1975) as

The institution through which the tradition advances the grief work for the

mourner most effectively. Grief work begins with the initial release of feelings

usually expressed in the recounting of the events that led up to the death, and

moves from there to the recounting of the memories of the life (as cited in Kubler-
Ross, 1975, p.50).

Therefore, there is a framework within the Jewish tradition for mourners to turn
following the death of a loved one which provides concrete instruction for how to
proceed during a difficult time, community containment for expression of emotion and
memory, and symbolic acknowledgement of the change incurred by the bereaved as a

result of the death.*

! These are all qualities that are ascribed to effective post-death rituals, as will be
revealed later in this review.

10



Gordon (1975) contrasts Jewish grief traditions with modern American customs,
stating that rituals “such as viewing the body, cosmetics, elaborated pillowed and satined
(sic) coffins, and green artificial carpeting that shields the mourners from seeing the raw
earth of the grave are all ways in which the culture enables us to avoid confronting the
reality of death” (as cited in Kubler-Ross, 1975, p. 47).

Christianity, on the other hand, struggles, according to McConnell (1998), to offer
sufficient bereavement support to its constituents within the context of a religion that
assures, and reveres, the promise of eternal life. Still, McConnell (1998) writes of the
symbols used in Christianity to offer comfort during times of grief. He writes:

It is the crucified Christ that helps to remind Christians that they are not alone in

their suffering but that God, in Jesus Christ, has suffered with us, experiencing the

pain of seeming betrayal by the Father in heaven and the abandonment of earthly
friends. Comfort comes in knowing that there is a God who understands, and has
felt, our pain. Coupled with this image of the cross is the empty tomb: the sign of

Christ’s resurrection, the belief that death is now conquered and that life does not
end with our last earthly breath.

Furthermore, Braun and Zir (2001) write about the role of the church in facilitating
grieving through rituals, such as prayer and ceremony. They write:
...Religious rituals help provide structure to the survivors, prescribing steps for
observing death and remembering deceased loved ones. They also help give
meaning to the death, both by facilitating the eulogy and by putting life into the

larger framework of the spirit. Finally they assure survivors that the deceased
lives on in heaven...

Additionally, Klass and Goss (1999) offer an historical comparison of Western
Christian grief practices with those of Japanese Buddhism. Within a context of “spiritual
bonds to the dead,” Klass and Goss (1999) discuss the differences between ancestor
bonds, which imply “mutual obligations between the living and the dead (with) equal

power to help or hurt,” and bonds with the sacred dead, in which “there is nothing the
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living can do for the dead although the dead have power to help the living” (p.548).
Klass and Goss (1999) note that, historically, Western culture has been ambivalent
“between valuing bonds with the dead and suppressing those bonds in favor of a bond to
God alone” (p.556). Japanese Buddhism offers a model which is characterized as
treating death as “a new phase of family membership,” in which “the dead remain
ancestors for the lifetime of those who knew them personally and then, if the proper
rituals have been performed, their spirit merges with the general sense of the family
ancestors” (Klass & Goss, 1999, p.549). However, Klass and Goss (1999) conclude that
“the dead” in modern Western culture are present, but in ways that are confined to the
private sphere and which utilize only rituals for the sacred dead, suggesting that “the
living can do nothing for the dead although the dead can help the living to be better
persons” (p.564). Klass and Goss (1999) offer the possibility that “as the 21st Century
progresses, we (may) see continuing bonds with the dead that more resemble those with
ancestors (ancestor bonds), or we may see bonds with the dead taken out of the private
cooperative sphere of individual and family meaning and put in the service of political
and economic power structures” (p.565). One task of this study, therefore, will be to
examine where memorial tattoos can be placed within the contemporary discourse of
continuing bonds with the dead, and how such bonds are impacted by religious beliefs.
More literature on continuing bonds will be considered later in this review.
Ritual Defined

Various definitions of ritual have been utilized by different authors for their

purposes. A common definition referred to in the literature is that of Denzin (1974) who

defines ritual as:
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A conventional joint activity given to ceremony, involving two or more persons,
endowed with special emotion and often sacred meaning, focused around a clearly
defined set of social objects, and when performed confers upon its participants a
special sense of the sacred and the out of the ordinary (as cited in Reeves &
Boersma, 1990, p. 272).

Reeves and Boersma (1990) amend this definition, eliminating the word
“conventionalized,” and changing the phrase “involving two or more persons” to “at least
one person and the symbol of loss” (p.282). Castle and Phillips (2003) define ritual as
“any activity that includes the symbolic expression of a combination of emotions,
thoughts, and/or spiritual beliefs of the participant and has special meaning for the
participant” (p.43). Rando (1985) asserts that rituals makes statements- both conscious
and unconscious, that they are meaningful for the participants, and “through their order
and formality serve as a declaration against indeterminacy and as a symbolic mechanism
for regulation of control” (p.237). Romanoff and Terenzio (1998) describe rituals as
“cultural devices that facilitate the preservation of social order and provide ways to
comprehend the complex and contradictory aspects of human existence within a given
societal context” (p.698). Rituals pattern the life cycle, offering order and stability at the
same time as signaling change (Romanoff & Terenzio, 1998; Kollar, 1989). Romanoff
and Terenzio (1998) state that a distinguishing characteristic of rituals is “the use of
symbols within a performance framework” (p.698). Boas (1911), Freud (1918) and
Langer (1942) have noted how “ritual has the capacity to transform experience as
wordbound (sic) thought usually cannot” (as cited in Rando, 1985, p.237). The many
nuances of ritual described above signal the potential for memorial tattoos to be defined

as effective rituals given their use of the symbolic, their personal and individualized
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nature, their permanent marking of change, their ability to be performed, and their non-
verbal nature.
Tasks of Grief Work and Ritual

Freud (1925) describes the work of mourning as involving a conflicting and
simultaneous set of experiences that, on the one hand expose the reality of a loved one’s
absence, while on the other hand inspire intense opposition to such a reality. Freud
asserts that the irreversible departure of a loved one when death occurs demands that the
bereaved withdraw psychic attachment from the dead, but that the process can only be
“carried out bit by bit, at great expense of time and cathectic energy,” and that “when the
work of mourning is completed the ego becomes free and uninhibited again” (p.245). In
contrast, Field (2006) asserts that “despite the fact that the deceased now exists
exclusively as an internal bond, the transformed inner representation of the deceased
nevertheless may continue to provide important emotionally sustaining attachment
functions...promoting inner resource in enhancing the bereaved’s capacity to function on
their own” (p.741). Field, therefore, suggests that while the work of mourning involves
the integration of the reality that the relationship to the dead has forever changed, this
does not necessarily require that the bereaved relinquish their psychic attachment to the
dead.

Lindemann (1944) describes the three tasks of grief work: “emancipation of the
deceased, readjustment to the environment in which the deceased is missing, and
formation of new relationships™ (as cited in Rando, 1985, p.238). Romanoff and
Terenzio (1998) identify successful grief resolution as involving three types of grief work

that can be facilitated through ritual: transformation of the bereaved person’s sense of self
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resulting from the loss, mediation between the person’s pre-death and post-death social
status, and continuation of an intrapsychic connection with the deceased within a
communal context. Similarly, van Gennep (1960) identifies 3 stages of ritual: 1) pre-
liminal or separation, 2) liminal or margin, and 3) post-liminal or aggregation. He writes:
The first phase comprises symbolic behavior signifying the detachment of the
individual or group either from an earlier fixed point in the social structure, from
a set of cultural conditions, or from both. During the intervening ‘liminal’ period,
the characteristics of the ritual subject are ambiguous; he passes through a cultural
realm that has few or none of the attributes of the past or coming state. In the
third phase the passage is consummated. The ritual subject, individual or
corporate, is in a relatively stable state once more, and, by virtue of this, has rights

and obligations vis-a-vis others of a clearly defined and ‘structural type’ (as cited
in Reeves & Boersma, 1990, p.282).

Likewise, Sanders (1999) identifies three steps common to rituals devised by
ancient societies to mark rites of passage: 1) severance- or separation from a past state 2)
transition- or the gradual change from one state to another 3) reincorporation- or the
acknowledgement of a re-entry into life that incorporates the transformation that has
taken place. In the pursuit of understanding the practice of obtaining a memorial tattoo
within a framework of grief ritual, this study will seek to uncover at which phase the
wearer incorporates the use of tattoo as ritual, and how, or if, the tattoo facilitates
progression through the phases.

Properties of Mourning Rituals

Throughout the literature, three properties of effective mourning rituals emerge
over and over: those that offer structure, symbolism, and involve other people (Castle &
Phillips, 2003; Romanoff & Terenzio, 1998; Wyrostok, 1995; Imber-Black, 1991; Kollar,
1989; Rando, 1985). Kollar (1989) states that “good” rituals “include people, symbolic

objects, and recognized structure” (p.275). Wyrostok (1995) outlines properties of rituals
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to include structure, public witness, social bonding, symbolism, and altered states of
consciousness. Gowensmith (2000) found in his study that important components of post-
death ritual were “symbolic elements, presence of emotions, presence of spirituality,
meta-awareness of performing rituals remembrance, and chosen others to participate in
the ritual” (as cited in Castle & Phillips, 2003, pp.46-47). Romanoff and Terenzio (1998)
state that grief rituals will only be effective when created to suit the personal needs of the
bereaved person.
Structure

An important goal of mourning ritual, as identified throughout the literature, is to
offer structure and establish a sense of control and order among the experience of grief
(Castle & Phillips, 2003; Romanoff & Terenzio, 1998; Wyrostok, 1995). Rituals give
structure and an opportunity for the bereaved to take action, rather than to behave
passively, in the process of their grief (Castle & Phillips, 2003; Rando, 1985).
Furthermore, they offer containment and expression of strong emotion (Romanoff &
Terenzio, 1998). Rando (1985) describes one role of mourning ritual as providing an
opportunity to channel the overwhelming experience of grief into a focused activity,
“with a distinct beginning and ending” (p.238). Imber-Black (1991) identifies how
rituals allow the bereaved to grieve with others “in a time limited manner,” and
recommends that distinctions should be made between time to grieve for the dead, and
time to reenter the activities of the living (p. 207). Kollar (1989) suggests that the
opportunity to take leave of the deceased is important and that “sometimes it is
appropriate to have participants carry something tangible away with them” (Kollar, 1989,

p. 275).
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Symbolism

Wyrostok (1995) states that symbolism in grief ritual accesses the unconscious
meaning of the mourner’s distress and the “story” they have written internally to explain
their loss (p.402). Symbolic objects, as described by Castle and Phillips (2003), offer the
bereaved an opportunity to externalize the internal experience of grief. They function to
validate the relationship of the bereaved to the deceased, to facilitate remembrance, and
to encourage feeling and expression of emotion (Castle & Phillips, 2003).
Including Others

Castle and Phillips (2003) identify an important aspect of the mourning ritual as
reducing the isolation experienced by the mourner, therefore suggesting that others
should be involved, particularly as there is evidence that talking about the dead (an
externalization process) can be healing. Imber-Black (1991) states that mourning rituals
bring people together, “in a context designed to promote interpersonal connectedness”
(p.207). Reeves and Boersma (1990), however, make a point to assert that ritual can
effectively take place with one individual, as long as a symbol of the loss is involved.

Memorial tattoos, therefore, are explored in this study to determine how they
incorporate the three properties of mourning rituals- structure, symbolism and the
inclusion of others- described above. In particular, attention is given to how memorial
tattoos function as rituals whose original application existed in a clearly defined time and
space, but whose presence persists physically and intra-psychically throughout the

wearer’s lifetime.
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Functions of Mourning Rituals

Romanoff and Terenzio (1998) state that grief rituals involve a transformation of
self such that an internal working model is created that incorporates a changed
relationship with the deceased. Gilligan (1991) studied the use of ritual with the
bereaved and found that many of his clients experienced a shift in identity, or a new sense
of self (as cited in Wyrostok, 1995). Functions of mourning rituals, therefore, can be
described as facilitating transformation (Romanoff & Terenzio, 1998; Wyrostok, 1995;
Rando, 1985), and as acting as a bridge- “between the concrete and the symbolic,
between the conscious and unconscious, between the participants and the community,
between the world of the living and that of the dead” (Castle & Phillips, 2003, p.45).
This integration can also be thought of as the union of opposites, resulting in a holistic
sense of self, following an experience of fragmentation. Furthermore, the transformation
does not take place only in the identity of the bereaved, but also in the internal
representation of the relationship between the bereaved and the deceased, acknowledging
that the relationship, though changed, does endure (Castle & Phillips, 2003).

Mourning Ritual and “Self-Harm’

Kubler-Ross (1969) identifies rituals of self-harm in the context of grieving a
loved one as evidence that the person feels guilt and anticipates punishment for having
survived the deceased. Wyrostok (1995) writes of the shamanic healing rituals that are
based upon “pain, privation and stress,” but which evoke opioids in the body that are

believed by neurobiologists to “provide anxiety relief, pain reduction and even
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immunocompetence” (p.403)%. Furthermore, Gilligan (1996) writes of the role of
physical pain for people who describe an experience of not being able to feel anything
emotionally. He writes that physical pain becomes “the only way to feel alive” (p.39).

The act of obtaining a tattoo is referred to in the literature as self-harming
behavior, with the intention to eliminate guilt, distract from memories, and self-punish
(Roberti & Storch, 2005; Briere and Gil, 1998, as cited in Anderson & Sansone, 2003).
Myers (1992) found that body modification used in rite of passage rituals emphasized the
role of painful stimulation, which, in turn, released anesthetizing endorphins in the body
(as cited in Frederick & Bradley, 2000). Memorial tattoos, therefore, will be explored as
practices that not only express a loss, but also which inflict a contained experience of
pain upon the wearer.

Memorial Tattoos as Transitional Objects

Winnicott (1971) introduced the concept of the transitional object to describe the
use of an object to negotiate a transition between a psychic reality that differs from an
external reality, and which must be reconciled in childhood development. Winnicott
identified how children utilize symbolic objects as they become conscious of their
dependence on others and, subsequently, look for ways of managing the anxiety that
results during separation from them. The transitional object becomes representative of
the separate caretaker, facilitating a consistency of presence even during the person’s

absence. Gibson (2004) applies the concept of the transitional object to the role of

% Immunocompetence is defined as the normal bodily capacity to develop an immune
response following exposure to an antigen.
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material objects utilized in the grieving processes of the bereaved- what she labels
“melancholy objects” (p.285). Through the exploration of how the bereaved utilize
photographs and clothing of the dead during periods of grief, Gibson studies the role of
such objects in mourning, and, over time, in the memory of mourning. She asserts that
transitional objects “mediate nothingness” and that “in grieving, as in childhood, (they)
are both a means of holding on and letting go” (p.288). Melancholy objects, then, are
“memorialized objects” that can “signify the incompletion of mourning- a reminder that
grief never entirely goes away...the residual trace of sadness a