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Tattoo as Personal Ritual  

 
by River Malcolm 

 
 
 Thank you, reader, for joining me in exploring Tattoo As Personal Ritual. In ways 

that I did not anticipate, preparing this paper, presenting it at the International Forum for 

Psychoanalytic Education’s (IFPE) SKIN conference, and now offering it in written form 

to you, are all part of the ritual rite of passage that I associate with my tattoo. 

 

 To give you a little background – I was a latecomer to IFPE. After I retired as a 

therapist, Rachel Newcombe suggested that I might contribute to IFPE, and that the 

IFPE community might provide an intellectual and emotional home for me. I needed an 

outside commitment to help me to persist in a post-retirement creative writing project 

about the analysis I had undergone with the imaginal spirit of Sigmund Freud as my 

analyst. I presented twice at IFPE annual conferences with updates on that project, but 

could find no way to relate my work with this disembodied spirit analyst to the topic of 

SKIN. The topic fascinated me because SKIN is such a concrete and literal boundary 

between self and other, self and world, and self and unknown. Skin is the actual edge 

where the beautiful “between,” of which Martin Buber speaks in Between Man and Man, 

begins (Buber, M, 14.). 

 

Thinking about SKIN, about my own skin in particular, and about how difficult it 

has been for me to be comfortable inside my own skin, led me to reflect on the tattoo 

that I had inked onto my skin in the late 1990s. That tattoo consists of the words “Home 
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is where the heart is open to the flow of life,” wrapped around my upper right arm. As I 

reflected, I became increasingly aware of how the tattoo had served as a personal rite 

of passage. When I composed my proposal, I impulsively wrote that IFPE’s SKIN 

conference had inspired me to get a second tattoo. I didn’t know then what my new 

tattoo would be, though I was considering a drawing I’d made to honor my sister Bonnie 

who is living with fourth stage lung cancer. The drawing, which shows Bonnie on a 

surfboard riding high on a wave, helped us to reconcile after decades of estrangement. I 

liked the idea of tattooing myself with an image that represented Bonnie’s vitality and 

courage. But when I tried to redraw and adapt the image to the shape of my arm, it lost 

all its magic. 

 

 In August 2016, I was finishing my four-year thru-hike of the Pacific Crest Trail 

(PCT) -- my other retirement project. I realized then that my second tattoo might be 

about the PCT, celebrating the completion of my hike. This would also connect it with 

my sister Bonnie because I had dedicated large sections of the hike to her, as a walking 

prayer for her healing. Therefore, the hike, too, had played a role in mending our 

relationship.  

 

As I hiked my final section, I decided to use the PCT symbol for my second tattoo 

– the symbol that marks the trail, that had guided me for 2,650 miles, reassuring me that 

I was not lost, that I was on the trail that I loved and trusted. The PCT symbol consists 

of a tall fir tree and glacier-covered mountains, two well-loved aspects of the trail. I 

modified it by adding a river flowing down from the glaciers – both to represent my 
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name, and thus my own presence on the trail, and to relate the PCT symbol to the idea 

of the "flow of life" in my first tattoo. 

 

When summer ended and I returned from my final section on the trail, my partner 

and I made our annual migration, from our home in Washington state to our home in 

Santa Barbara (where she continues to teach during the fall quarter). I contacted Pat 

Fish, the woman tattoo artist in Santa Barbara who had inscribed my first tattoo, and 

arranged for the second tattoo. It was important to me that the tattoo be healed by the 

time I met with the IFPE community. 

 

Now I had only to write my paper. But alas – my efforts at writing were frustrating, 

unsatisfying, and haunted by critical voices. Every writing attempt seemed to charge off 

in a new and different direction, complicating my project rather than moving me forward. 

After years of imaginal analysis with Freud,  I am happy to say that I was able to 

recognize this as a clear sign of unconscious resistance.  

 

 When I spoke of my resistance and self-sabotage with a longtime friend and 

writing buddy, she said, “What if the presentation were about the sabotage?” Her 

question sounded like a way out of my morass. What, I asked myself, might this 

sabotage have to do with the tattoos as ritual rites of passage? The word sabotage 

comes from the idea of kicking with shoes or boots – sabots – to injure or destroy. I 

picture self-sabotage as kicking myself, rather than standing up, as I did everyday on 

the trail, and using my feet to walk forward into the unknown. 
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My first tattoo – “Home is where the heart is open to the flow of life” -- expresses 

my wish, and my commitment, to practice opening my heart to the unknown, as I am 

doing now, in this paper.  

 

 I created that first tattoo at a time when I was struggling with travel phobia. My 

marriage was in crisis because of poor choices on my part that called for reparation. I 

realized that if my marriage was to thrive I had to learn how to join my partner in her 

passion for travel. I needed to learn, not only to endure travel, but to enjoy it.  

 

 I knew perfectly well that my aversion to travel began in early childhood when my 

family’s move from Milwaukee to Southern California disrupted my sense of home. The 

disruption to my sense of home became even more acute when my mother moved out 

and left the family when I was eight. She then remarried and moved to Oklahoma when 

I was 11, after which I commuted each summer between San Diego and Oklahoma City, 

between two stepfamily homes and cultures. I felt unwelcome and unsafe in both of 

these environments. To me, travel had come to mean fear and pain. 

 

 I chose the name River in my mid-20s, hoping that it would help me to embrace 

change and stop clinging to an imagined, nostalgic, "before the divorce" paradise. I 

hoped it would help me to identify with the changes in life, and ride the flow, rather than 

struggle to find the constancy to which I so desperately tried to cling. I visualized a 

cartoon of a river trying to cling to its banks, and I was able to laugh at my own fears 
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and need for control (not unlike  the image of a hiker using her feet to kick herself rather 

than moving on down the trail). 

 

My first tattoo originated from a conversation with a friend about my difficulty with 

travel. I needed a good transitional object, I told her, like a child's teddy bear. I needed 

something to represent the secure feelings associated with mother and with home, 

something that I could carry with me into the unknown. 

 

 The trouble, I told my friend, is that I don't seem to be able to hold onto anything. 

I am constantly misplacing my purse, coat, gloves, hat, keys – anything that isn’t 

permanently attached. I would lose any transitional object that wasn’t permanently 

tattooed on my skin. That thought stopped me in my tracks. A tattoo would serve as a 

transitional object that I could never lose. What a concept!  

 

 At that time, in the late ‘90s, in my social circles, class, and age cohort, getting a 

tattoo was unusual. The process of designing it and telling people about it – family, 

friends, patients, colleagues, and even referral sources – became practice in walking 

through my fears of how others might respond. It focused my attention on that wished-

for state of home as an open heart in the face of whatever might come. 

 

 Because of my love of language, I decided to make my first tattoo out of words. 

Recalling the framed embroidered linens I’d seen in so many “intact” homes that read 

“Home is where the heart is,” I decided that my tattoo would say “Home is where the 
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heart is open to the flow of life.” Wherever I was, it would remind me, I would be at 

home if I could only open my heart. 

 

 I contacted a calligraphy artist, a woman whom I didn’t know, but who had 

designed the poster for a major poetry festival. She rendered my tattoo-to-be in 

beautiful fluid lettering. I searched the internet for a woman tattoo artist, found one in 

Santa Barbara, and asked my father, who lived in San Diego, to drive me up to Santa 

Barbara and be present as a witness to my tattoo ritual.  Every step along the way 

involved engagement with others and with the unknown –– providing an opportunity to 

practice the open-hearted state the tattoo was meant to invite into my life. 

 

 My second tattoo, which I shared with you earlier in this paper, is not so much a 

wished-for passage as the celebration of an accomplished one. This tattoo is a constant 

reminder of the fact, still astonishing to me, that I hiked the entire trail. 

 

 Writing this paper and sharing it with you, reader, deepens the meaning of this 

tattoo. With this writing, I am venturing into the mystery between your skin and my skin, 

and into the world of relationship and engagement. When I try to understand my self-

sabotage, I identify at least two kinds of resistance:  resistance to success (my writing 

might win me respect and appreciation), and resistance to service (my writing might be 

genuinely moving and valuable to you, the reader). My fear of success goes back to an 

early childhood concern about outshining my sisters, complicated in adult life by my 

worry about their well-being and superstitious guilt about the ways in which I see myself 
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as luckier than they. My resistance to being of service is rooted in my fear of being 

wanted. If I'm able to speak in a way that touches you, if we make real contact, then you 

might want more access to me, more connection, and it might be more than I'm able to 

welcome. I would become, in my eyes, the bad, abandoning, neglectful mother that I 

perceived my own mother to be. As much as I want to be wanted, I fear it even more. 

 

As I work with these resistances, I think of the first tattoo, "Home is where the 

heart is open to the flow of life.” The flow of life will sometimes include outshining those I 

love, as well as being outshone by them. In 2015, at the IFPE conference on 

Vulnerability and its Discontents, my friend Jerry Croghan, who introduced me at the 

2016 SKIN conference, received a standing ovation after he presented his paper. I was 

filled with envy. The tattoo, and the growth it represents, guides me to simply accept 

such events and feelings as part of the flow of life, with an open heart –– just as the 

imaginal Professor Freud helped me to accept unpleasant thoughts as part of the flow 

of my free associations. Yes, I'm afraid of being wanted and of disappointing, and of 

wanting, and of being disappointed. That, and refusing others, and being refused by 

them, is part of the flow of life, if I choose to engage with others. 

 

 Hiking the PCT taught me that when my passion is strong enough, and the trail 

beautiful and beckoning enough, I can risk even mortal dangers. How do I connect with 

a passion strong enough to risk the dangers of human engagement, such as those that I 

face in offering this paper for you to read: dangers like envying and being envied, 

wanting and being wanted?  These dangers are more frightening for me than 50-mile 
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winds and slippery snow on the trail. Those were tangible potentially mortal dangers to 

my body. These are intangible potentially mortal dangers to my soul. How do I open my 

heart when the sense of danger makes me want to run away and hide from you, or 

scream and kick at myself, or at you?  

 

 I treasure the IFPE culture as one that brings out the best in human beings, at a 

time when so much in our national and global cultures is bringing out the worst. This 

paper and my tattoos have come to represent my wish to connect with you as reader, to 

open my heart to what happens between us and to nurture a passion for connection 

strong enough to walk through my fears.  

 

 Please allow me to share a little more about my process getting the two tattoos. 

When I was planning the first tattoo, it was very important to me that it would be painful. 

I felt that the voluntary facing of pain in the presence of witnesses would help me to see 

myself, and be seen by others, as strong enough to become the person I wanted to be: 

a person who could find a sense of home in embracing life as it is, moving forward into 

the unknown, instead of a person clinging, in fear and anger, to an imagined lost home. 

When I read about tribal rites of passage, I was struck how essential to such rites were 

the ordeals involving pain and difficulty. My first tattoo turned out to be practically 

painless, and I was disappointed. I felt that the lack of pain diminished its effectiveness. 

 

 When I came for the second tattoo, I had already paid my dues by the pain and 

danger I faced on the trail. I had learned how happy I could be on the trail, how the 
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beauty of the trail was, to me, well worth the risks. I didn't, therefore, need the second 

tattoo to be painful.  

 

 During the second tattoo, I talked with the tattoo artist about the surprising lack of 

pain, and she attributed it to my being "one tough chicken." She also remarked that she 

was probably gentler than other tattoo artists, because she got her start in embroidery 

and most tattoo artists got their start in motorcycle mechanics. Just then, though, as we 

spoke, the tattoo process became intensely painful. 

 

 I breathed into the pain and I found myself silently saying “yes I will yes I will yes.” 

I was echoing a passage from James Joyce’s Ulysses that I’ve loved ever since I first 

read it as a teenager. I was saying yes to the pain, yes, if this is the price of admission 

to the beauty and joy and meaning in this world, yes, I accept the pain, yes I will suffer it, 

and yes, for the sake of the love and the beauty, yes. 

 

 And yes to speaking with other IFPE participants, when I presented this paper, 

and in speaking with you through this written paper. In presenting this paper to you, I 

am taking one more step in the rite of passage of this tattoo. I am saying yes to the risks 

and dangers of social pain – yes, to envying and being envied, yes to rejecting and 

being rejected. For the beauty of the trail, yes. 

 

 When I look at this second tattoo, and touch it, I find that the trail marker is here, 

right on my own skin. The tattoo is a constant reminder that I am on the trail. I am on the 
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trail, even when things seem terribly wrong, when I'm suffering, when I feel out of 

control, and when I'm confused. Of course, yes, I'm on the trail with you here as you 

read this paper. I am the trail, this tattoo reminds me. And you sitting there inside your 

own separate skin reading this paper, you are the trail.  

 

The passage that both these tattoos have helped me to make is the plain and 

simple – the precarious – passage from childhood into truly mature adulthood, as well 

as into truly mature old age.  This passage is difficult to make in a modern rapidly 

changing society, where there are no role models or maps for the unknowns each 

generation and each individual must face.  

 

It's easy to regress into a childhood stance from which I need and expect others to be 

the grown-up, and to protect me from the dangers of life. I want to say yes to life, and to 

others – to those who were present at the IFPE conference, and to you reading this 

paper – in spite of the very real dangers inherent in relationships. My hope is not to be 

overtaken by my own fear and aggression, which are naturally triggered by the dangers 

of relationship, but to move forward toward loving engagement. To do so is a lifelong 

challenge, and requires all the help I can get. That help can come from art, traditional 

spiritual practices and communities, psychoanalytical ideas and practices, and from 

creative symbolic rites of passage such as tattoos. I welcome all that can help me meet 

the great and beautiful continuing challenge of learning to be comfortable in my own 

skin, in the world outside my own skin, and with you reading this paper. 
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I would like to conclude by sharing a poem by William Stafford (1998):  

 

A Ritual to Read to Each Other 

 

If you don't know the kind of person I am 

and I don't know the kind of person you are 

a pattern that others made may prevail in the world 

and following the wrong god home we may miss our star. 

 

For there is many a small betrayal in the mind, 

a shrug that lets the fragile sequence break 

sending with shouts the horrible errors of childhood 

storming out to play through the broken dyke. 

 

And as elephants parade holding each elephant's tail, 

but if one wanders the circus won't find the park, 

I call it cruel and maybe the root of all cruelty 

to know what occurs but not recognize the fact. 

 

And so I appeal to a voice, to something shadowy, 

a remote important region in all who talk: 

though we could fool each other, we should consider-- 

lest the parade of our mutual life get lost in the dark. 
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For it is important that awake people be awake, 

or a breaking line may discourage them back to sleep; 

the signals we give - yes or no, or maybe-- 

should be clear: the darkness around us is deep. 

 
 
 

River Malcolm may be contacted at:  rivermary@centurylink.net 
 

 

 

References 

Buber, M. (1975). Between Man and Man. New York: Macmillan. 

Stafford, W. (1998), The Way It Is: New and Selected Poems. Minneapolis, MN: 

Graywolf Press.  

 

 

 

mailto:rivermary@centurylink.net

