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Phase one design reflection: Appreciating tattoos

I’ve never thought tattoos were worthwhile. Why would you put something on your body permanently? People can get points across so many other ways. If I want to be nerdy, I don’t need DNA tattooed on me; I can find a shirt that’ll get the job done. People change, but their tattoos do not change with them.
I still believe all of that, yet I’m seriously considering getting a tattoo myself. I can’t think of anything that would be worthwhile to me personally right now, but I am actively thinking about it and I am convinced that there are tattoos that are worth the cost of permanence (maybe are worth it because of permanence).
Tattoo artists are nice people. Very nice people. They are not the rough, badass punks one normally associates with “tattoo culture.” They are a loving supporting group that honestly cares about their customers far more than I ever suspected. And they really are artists. I thought I might be getting a biased view (one of the tattoo parlors I went to was exceptional in that it hired people who were artists first and then taught them to tattoo), but all of the tattoo artists we met seemed to be proud of their work. They put effort into it. The tattoos they were really proud of had obvious investments of creativity and time. They were the intersection of the artists’ styles with the customers’ personal desires. The key word there is personal. Good tattoos were loved and cared about from well before their creation.
Tattoo artists repeatedly ranted about how lame flash (pre-designed) tattoos were. At one point, fulfilling tattoo trends that had no personal investment on the part of the customer was described as “soul-damning.” Fuzz told us a story about how often people get kanji (japans characters) that are outright incorrect. As an example he related one poor man’s kanji that was meant to say “divine animal;” that would certainly have been more appealing than what it actually said: “god cow.”

So, what did I actually learn? I was wrong. I am wrong. It is important to be humble when dealing with an unfamiliar subject. For me, this represents completely uncharted territory. I have never had contact with this portion of our world, but, like any normal human being, I had judged it. As a designer, it is important to understand the limitations of your knowledge. I expected punks and was ready for them. I am glad they were charismatic enough to completely disarm me; my prejudices and perceptions never had a chance to be a problem in any way.

This seems expandable to both design at large and life. One’s information is severely limited by one’s experience. Be humble. Many Olin students are rather weak on this characteristic, but it is necessary if we are to be successful designers who design products with people in mind.
