BODYWORKS

It seemed a good title for these paintings and drawings about tattoos. They are about the ways people decorate themselves. You have only to drive round the city to see the number of tattoo places that have opened recently, and how ubiquitous the tattoo has become. There is hardly a young person without at least one tiny symbol of solidarity with the tribe. A friend of mine has a studio in Florida Road and when I was there looking through his range of styles and examples and his historical collection, he showed me his left leg which had the outline only of patterns from his feet to his torso. The colouring in had still to happen. It was the last remaining area of his body undecorated.

We live in an age of growing sameness. You can travel the world and eat the same food anywhere. International hotels shield you from the country you are in. We see the same films, read the same books and dress the same way. Tattoos and other forms of decoration and dressing are a way people try to assert their individuality. 

There are countless other ways.

And in a country like ours with its history of others dictating our identity and thinking for us, it is important that each of us discovers their individuality and uniqueness and what each of us can do that nobody else can.  These paintings, then, allude to ideas of identity.

I’ve drawn my sources from traditional tattoos, both western and ethnic, from my own collection of reference material, from local parlours, the internet which is an encyclopaedia and from much else. And, of course, with my own previous forays into this territory a few years back. 

In the present works the images are eclectic. Picasso rubs shoulders with the Infant Ganesh cradled in his mother’s arms, and dragons, an Assyrian lion’s head  from the British Museum, serpents (a favourite tattoo cliché, along with roses, hearts, daggers and animals of prey baring their teeth), and many other quotations, each with their own associations, history and memories. The enjoyment for the viewer is in recognising these familiar images which have met with such apparent casualness on someone’s skin. 

