
94

Response to 
“Body as A Pictu re Book:  

A tool for na rrative conversations inspired by tattoos ”  
by Pau l Graham

Tumanako, J. (2024). Response to “Body as A Picture Book: A tool for narrative conversations inspired by tattoos” by Paul 
Graham. International Journal of Narrative Therapy and Community Work, (2). 94–95. https://doi.org/10.4320/REGK2280

Author pronouns: he/him

© Jacob Tumanako. Distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs licence 
Published by Dulwich Centre Foundation  |  www.dulwichcentre.com.au

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF NARRATIVE THERAPY AND COMMUNITY WORK  |  2024  |  No.2  |  ISSN: 2981-8818

Jacob Tumanako, Tuhoe, Ngati Kahungunu ki te Wairoa, Te Aitanga a Mahaki, Te Whanau a 
Kai. Jacob works within the space of young people, families and community intersecting within 
the criminal justice system. Jacob’s passion is to walk alongside Māori and Pacific communities 
within Australia, using a combination of narrative therapy and traditional knowledge. Pacific 
ancestors navigated across the ocean, adapting and thriving as they discovered new islands. 
Jacob’s role is to help people access the skills and knowledge of those ancestors, assisting them 
to adapt as they navigate this new world. jacob.tumanako@dcj.nsw.gov.au

 ORCID ID: https://orcid.org/0009-0007-7367-4347            

by Ja cob Tu ma na ko



95INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF NARRATIVE THERAPY AND COMMUNITY WORK  |  2024  |  No.2

Paul Graham’s paper “Body as A Picture Book:  
A tool for narrative conversations inspired by tattoos” 
leans into the art of creating space for conversation, 
utilising tattoos as an opening to narrative yarns with 
young people. I feel a connection to this paper as I’m 
interested in expanding the realm of narrative practice 
and finding new ways to push boundaries beyond 
current practice. I also work with young people, and 
understand the need to walk alongside, looking for 
doorways. The keys to these doorways are held by the 
young people we work with and are only available when 
we make space for what’s important to them. I am also 
a Māori man with tattoos, or tā moko as I call them. 
Each and every line within my tā moko has meaning, 
and it is this meaning that makes my identity visible.

Tattoos are like a time capsule, sharing a story located 
within a specific time in history. The meaning we place 
on this form of documentation can shift depending  
on where it’s placed, and according to the condition. 
Paul shares a story about a young person who used 
a fading temporary tattoo as a marker, a metaphor 
symbolising the idea that anger can fade. Once the 
tattoo is gone, so too is anger. This also conjures 
the idea that there is a set of skills and knowledge 
associated with a fading tattoo, opening a doorway  
into a story of hopes and dreams.

As a result of reading Paul’s paper, the way I see 
documentation has shifted. I never thought of the 
idea that tattoos are a form of documentation; how 
documentation can be shifting; how our relationship 
with documentation can influence the stories we tell 
ourselves; how a fading tattoo shifts the way we interact 
with the stories in relation to it. Documentation can be 
dynamic, an evolving story, and our relationship with 
that story can also shift.

Another aspect of the paper that stirred something in 
me is the idea that tattoos can be acts of resistance. 
When considering Western societal norms, getting a 
tattoo can be seen as an act that counters the views of 
those who buy into negative discourses about tattooing. 
This is something that holds a place within my life, as 
someone subject to assumptions and bias because of 
the positioning of those wearing tattoos as antisocial. 
Paul’s writing prompts me to see the power in a tattoo, 
the courage behind it: the tattoo as an act of resistance.

This paper is a great example of finding ways to open 
doors for narrative discussions, being decentred and 
being open to walking alongside a young person as 
they make meaning of their world. What stood out for 
me was the way in which dominant societal stories 
influence our own stories. However, when we think of 
dominant ideologies, which ones are we talking about? 
Within many cultures there are differing perspectives, 
histories and stories that influence the relationships 
people have with tattoos. For me, tattoos are a 
reflection of my purakau, a story that exists before and 
after my time. Being of Māori descent, tā moko has 
deep spiritual and cultural meaning; however, when  
I am away from my lands, they have different meanings. 
They help me to remain connected to my people, 
my land, my ancestors, both in the past and in the 
future. Tattoos are doorways within the scope of time, 
providing an opportunity to expand the boundary  
of identities.

Paul has devised a way to engage young people  
that speaks their language. This is important. We all 
have bias, we all have assumptions, but through the 
use of tools such as this, we allow space for a young 
person to share their story, retell it and make meaning 
of their world. In the end this is our role, right? To find 
ways to open doorways so that we can sit alongside 
the people we are privileged to work with as they make 
meaning and reshape dominant storylines.
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