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The Polynesian Tattoo Today is divided into three parts: The 
Art; Featured Artists; and Artists’ Contacts. In the Preface, 
Allen describes the selection process for the 216 images se-
lected for the book: they were chosen solely on artistic merit 
without taking into account ethnicity or locale of the artist. 
And they are beautiful. Full color pictures include close up 
shots of the tattoo designs as well as full body shots.  

Allen’s Introduction points out that it is inappropriate to 
take an exact copy of a design, either ancient or modern, for a 
tattoo. The design should be modified, thus making it a 
unique creation. The most popular tattoo style today is pan-
Polynesian, that is, a hybrid style borrowing from numerous 
island groups. Allen tackles the difficult question of what 
defines a Polynesian tattoo and concludes that there is no 
easy answer. She stresses the importance of passing down the 
knowledge of the ancient practice of tattoo. 

Section One, “The Art” contains 214 glorious full color 
photographs of tattoo on various buff bodies, male and fe-
male. Section Two, “Featured Artists” contains photographs 
of the artists, ranging from Tahiti and Rapa Nui to the Mar-
quesas to New Zealand and Hawai‘i; Samoa as well as the 
Solomon Islands are included. Tattoo artists also can be 
found from Canada, Holland, France and Switzerland to New 
Hampshire!  

While the images in Section One are stunning, Section 
Two brings to life the artists and gives insight into how they 
became interested in the practice of tattoo. The stories and 
images of the artists are fascinating as a record of practitio-
ners of tattoo today, both Polynesian and non. The back-
grounds of several of the artists are pan-Polynesian; in addi-
tion to tattoo, many practice other cultural arts such as music 

and dance. Some still use traditional methods of tattooing. 
Many share the philosophy of the importance of design, as 
well as the sentiment that the revival of tattoo as a visual art 
is as important as that of language revival. The final section 
of the book includes an artist contact list.  

Allen’s last book, Tattoo Traditions of Hawai‘i (2006) 
wove together ancient and contemporary tattoo, and its art-
ists. In this volume, while mention is made of ancient designs 
and practices, the focus is on the art and technical ability of 
the artists. Allen, whose background includes anthropology 
as well as contemporary tattoo and is, herself, a gifted tattoo 
artist, has compiled an amazing collection of photographs 
illustrating the tattoo designs and the artists who created 
them. Anyone interested in the subject of tattoo should have 
this book in their library!  
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