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Abstract 
 
The paper argues for extending linguistic landscape studies to also encompass the body as a corporeal 
landscape, or ‘moving discursive locality’. We articulate this point within a narrative of a developing field of 
landscape studies that is increasingly attentive to the mobility and materiality of spatialized semiotics as 
performative, that is, as partially determining of how we come to understand ourselves ‘in place’. Taking Cape 
Town’s tattooing culture as an illustration, we unpack the idea of ‘the human subject as an entrepreneur of the 
self, as author of his or her being in the world’ (Comaroff and Comaroff 2012: 23), by using a 
phenomenological methodology to explore the materiality of the body as a mobile and dynamic space of 
inscribed spatialized identities and historical power relations. Specifically, we focus on: how tattooed bodies 
sculpt future selves and imagined spaces, the imprint they leave behind in the lives of five participants in the 
study, and ultimately the creation of bodies that matter in time and place. The paper will conclude with a 
discussion of what studies of corporeal landscapes may contribute to a broader field of linguistic landscape 
studies. 
Key words: skin, linguistic landscape, phenomenology, mobility, power relations, semiotics  

 
 
1. Introduction 
 
One of the more pressing issues of our time is understanding the conditions for persons to feel at 
home in a place, or alienated and outcast. Ahmed has noted how from a phenomenological 
viewpoint that,  

 
to be comfortable is to be so at ease with one’s environment that it is hard to distinguish 
where one’s body ends and the world begins. One fits, and in the act of fitting the surfaces of 
bodies disappear from view (Ahmed, 2006: 134) 

 
In the context of post apartheid South Africa, the question of which bodies fit into what spaces 
remains highly contentious. Historically, the white populace, although small in number, have had 
bodies which count. Impression on space made by this white elite emerged in the form of grand 
family homes in beautiful surrounds, in access to the most prestigious schools and white collar 
employment (aimed largely at white men as opposed to white women), all in all insuring 
substantial wealth and prestige for whites living in South Africa. All other bodies (although large 
in number) were oppressed and regularized, their bodies forcefully removed from the idyllic 
surrounds they used to call home and placed in unappealing areas, away from proper water and 
sanitation, and generally disregarded. Black bodies (coloured and Indian included here) were 
regularized as unvalorized bodies with the white body and the white spaces they occupy seen as 
superior, detached and powerful.  

                                                             
1 We would like to thank the Max Planck Institute for Religious and Ethnic Diversity for their generous funding 
towards the Sociolinguistics of Superdiversity project at the Centre for Multilingualism and Diversities Research, 
University of the Western Cape. 
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With the political singularity of South Africa’s first democratic election in 1994, what were once 
exclusively white spaces became on paper once again racially open. Unfortunately, this has not 
meant that historically white spaces became more readily accessible to black bodies, only that 
bodies that previously did not matter now suddenly mattered in one way or another – although 
not always in any positive sense. Our question, then, is; how to understand the negotiation and 
narratives of semiotics on the body in the creation of bodies that matter or continue not to matter 
in place. We approach this question from the vantage point of linguistic/semiotic landscapes. 
Linguistic landscape studies have over the years developed a variety of tools that successfully 
address the semiotics and sociopolitics of situated diversity, and how individuals inhabit places 
in ‘proximities of difference’ (Mac Giolla Chriost 2007). A wealth of studies have used linguistic 
landscapes to address questions of: ethnic co-existence in place (Ben Rafael, Shohamy and Barni 
2010; Gorter, Marten, Van Mensel & Hogan-Brun 2012; Backhaus 2007; Hélot, Barni, Janssens 
and Bagna 2013; Shohamy and Gorter 2010); the erasure of belonging (Brown 2012; Price 
2004); memorialisation on the linguistic landscape  (Shohamy 2006, Leeman and Modan 2009; 
Peck and Banda 2013, Nayak 2010; Johnstone 2004); the sexualization or heteronormativity of 
place (Milani 2012; Hutchinson 1999) racialization (Roth-Gordon 2003; Landau 2012; Hill 
2009; Steyn and Foster 2008; Radcliffe 1999); and the presence of history in place and mobility 
(Burdick 2012; Urry 2007; Shelley and Urry 2006; Jaworksi and Thurlow 2012; Szerszynski and 
Urry). 

 
In this paper, we employ the framework of linguistic landscaping by looking at the body (the 
material stuff of identity and affect) as a corporeal linguistic landscape, or skinscape, a collection 
of inscriptions in place. Just as a linguistic landscape may be carried on placards and t-shirts, so 
can landscapes be carried on the surface of the skin. In like manner to how inscriptions exterior 
to the body may frame performances of self, so do corporeal features such as hair and bodily 
inscriptions also frame (re)presentations of place that subsequently offer affordances for situated 
relevant identity work. And just as instances of linguistic landscape, say in the form of signage, 
may fit seamlessly, or not, into the places in which they are found, so are inscriptions on the 
body calibrated for body part. In this study, we look to a specific genre of corporeal marking in 
order to uncover the processes at play in fitting a body into place, namely tattooing, which we 
take to stand proxy for many of those processes behind a variety of other markers of visible 
difference inscribed on the skin, such as race and gender.  In the next section, we offer a short 
characterization of a Cape Town tattoo parlour, before moving into an analysis detailing the 
nature of the mechanisms whereby place constructs bodies (as emplaced identities) on the one 
hand, and how bodies imprint themselves on place on the other. The discussion section returns to 
the notion of how contemporary place making – i.e. a body that matters – can be  ‘read’ through 
semiotics and negotiation of the body in place, and concludes with some reflections on what 
contribution the notion of skinscape or corporeal landscape can make to the broader field of 
linguistic landscapes as such. In this context, we highlight the importance of approaching 
signage as artefacts that engage human agency in a mobile and spatio-temporally delimited 
world. 
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2. The making of a skinscape 
 
The data for this study was collected by the first author in a small Capetonian tattoo shop in the 
local neighbourhood of Observatory, Cape Town. Observatory was chosen as its multicultural 
and multiracial character made it an appropriate site for capturing some of the mechanisms 
whereby bodies (are made to) fit seamlessly, or under friction, with the space that surrounds 
them. The shop had been in business for five years and had become a favourite for international 
students, tourists and locals alike. The allure of the tattoo shop’s internal landscape is in its 
sensorial distinctness, with touch (rubbing and etching), sight (eye contact, shut eyes and stares), 
sound (music, tattoo gun and general banter), smell (cigarette smoke), taste (local boerewors, 
Chinese takeaways) and body clusters and gestures (grouping in solidarity with friends, hugging) 
giving it an alternative and edgy ambience.  
 
Data collection spanned from August 2012 to March 2013 and involved a range of both well-
tried as well as innovative methodologies. The former included ethnographic interviews, 
observation and extensive field notes. More innovative methods was the use of a reflective 
(hypothetical) tattoo autobiography2. This process involved the researcher’s (imagined) journey 
of obtaining a tattoo with the aid of the tattoo owner, staff and clients. Ramifications into 
relationships with kin, religion and racial markers of distinction abound here. All data here was 
analyzed through discourse analysis (Peck, ms).  
 
To capture multimodality during data collection, a camera was placed on the helmet of the tattoo 
artist. This was used to record a praxeological ‘talking through touch’, where the detail of the 
tattooing process was captured in a way that offered unusual insight into the inscribing of the 
skinscape. A phenomenological approach to investigating the body in space emphasizes the role 
of the senses beyond the obvious, such as touch, taste (also including interest/desire), and the 
feeling of belonging or alienation with respect to place that are often overlooked. The value of 
including ‘touch’ as a tool in a study of tattooing practices cannot be overestimated, as it is in the 
moment of touch that the body is not only interpellated, but where the parameters of its future 
mobility, visibility and type of display across spaces is also mapped. In the process of tattooing, 
the body can therefore be seen to talk, not only through verbal expression, but also through its 
silence, gesticulation or other corporeal manifestations. Engaging and (sometimes separating) the 
senses during analysis allows the ethnographer to uncover meeting places of meta-linguistic 
interactions which colour in the kaleidoscope of previously racially-categorized bodies. Careful 
attention was paid to images of the tattoos before, during and after inscription, with particular 
reference to standing posture, demeanour and gaze – for example, how the client would look 
appraisingly at the reflection of the body in the many mirrors that lined the walls. 
 
In the analysis that follows, we see the tattoo artist and the tattooed client as co-architects of the 
corporeal landscape, and we attend to how the co-construction of the tattoo is framed within talk 
about space and time. Much talk accompanying the tattooing revolves around what type of 
inscription on the body may comfortably carry into different spaces. Also at play is the temporal 
extension of the inscriptions, specifically, what bodily etchings can travel into what imagined, or 

                                                             
2 Autobiographical notes reveal the process as sensitizing much of the researcher’s body as private space, with  the 
tattoo of battle-scarred angel wings ultimately ‘mapped’  under the hairline at the back of the head!  
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aspired to, futures, and the extent to which the history of the body finds expression in visible 
markings. We also look closely at how the materiality of the body is inundated with discourses 
or regimes of race and gender, and how such discourses are mediated through forms of affect, 
such as pain, joy, apprehension and shame. Utilizing a phenomenological framing within the 
field of linguistic landscaping allows the body to emerge as a multifaceted micro-unit of analysis 
for engaging with somatic performances of self in a multivocal world. This allows us to begin to 
address the question of the pervasive racialization of South African post-apartheid place by 
looking closely at what conspires to construct, or not, a body’s fit to space. 
 
 
3. Scripting an embodied self 
 
3.1. Phantasy 
 
Body inscriptions (tattoos) come embedded in a tangle of social indexicalities – ‘traces’ of social 
meanings that markedly constrain what visibility and presence a tattooed body can claim across 
spaces and times. Where the body may move, and when, and sporting what type of inscription, 
are key parameters in the co-construction of a tattoo. In the first of our five vignettes, the tattoo 
artists, Fabian, declined to carry out Sizwe’s request for a particular tattoo. Jackie, the piecing 
lady, explains why: 
 

Example 1 
 

…In a space of like a week a few like black oues (guys) came in asking for like a cross 
on their face,  so I don’t know if one of the rapper type dudes or hip hop dudes are 
coming in with a cross on his face or something 'cause that’s normally what [inspires 
them] ja, like everyone wants stars like Rihanna on their neck – yeah that’s how it works, 
but like a whole ‘lotta dudes, they didn’t have a SINGLE tattoo on their body and 
they wanted a cross on their face! They also didn’t speak great English so it was very 
difficult to explain to them why we don’t tattoo people’s faces and the one guy got like 
super rude and stuff…getting something tattooed on your face is very hardcore and hectic 
and the kinda image you bringing across may not necessarily be what – maybe you don’t 
realize the kind of image you putting out there you know – if somebody wants something 
like that you gonna tell them –you not gonna just do it and take their money, we gonna 
say “Listen, that basically means that you a gangster, you know” like which it does and I 
mean one guy was this skinny little gay dude...But the one, the skinny gay guy got like 
super like upset and everything,  like – he was like – we were like “no…” he’s like “Ja 
but I want it” and we like ‘Ja” we trying to tell you what it actually means to get that you 
know and we trying to explain that tattooing your face - and I mean he was quite young 
like late twenties  and now you stuck with a cross on your face for the rest of your life 
and everyone’s gonna think you gangster until you die like at like fucking eighty or 
ninety – it’s like jail chappies (signs), like getting jail chappies (signs) on your face or 
something it’s like the same kinda thing, once you’ve got that you kinda stuck you know 
'cause it’s on your face you can’t put a top over it or anything – at least on your arms if 
you need you can put a long sleeve on whatever, but when it’s on your hands and your 
face you can’t…4:49 
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Jackie’s recount lays bare a complex raft of considerations accompanying Sizwe’s desire for an 
exceptionally stigmatizing body marking. All inscriptions come with a host of indexicalities or 
‘traces’ (excess meaning) that are subject to insertion into social discourses and normative 
regimes. It is this trace, like a scar left after a knife wound, that informs Jackie’s stance not to 
‘allow’ a tattoo of a cross on Sizwe’s forehead.  She describes the inscription of a cross on the 
face as something ‘hardcore and hectic’ and claims that it conveys an (unwanted) association 
with a violent and disreputable world of crime. In her opinion, the tattoo indexes hypermasculine 
aggression, which she juxtaposes with a description of Sizwe as a ‘skinny little gay dude’ and 
later again ‘skinny gay guy’.  Jackie talks about what the tattoo ‘actually means’ claiming that 
‘everyone’s gonna think you gangster’ as the cross tattoo looks ‘like jail chappies (signs)’ and 
‘like getting jail chappies’. The use of the local Afrikaans word for jail tattoos or ‘chappies’ is 
testimony to Jackie’s expert knowledge of the Cape Town subculture of gangsterism, a 
subculture where aspiring initiates wear tattoos on the face to flaunt a record of violent acts.  
 
For Jackie the fact that the clients didn’t have any visible tattoos on their body was certainly one 
of the major causes of her concern. For her a vita of sorts (with at least one or two tattoos) was 
needed to show commitment to the decision to have a tattoo on the face. She further 
problematized the mapping of tattoo on the face due to the inability to conceal it as ‘you can’t 
put a top over it or anything – at least on your arms if you need you can put a long sleeve on 
whatever, but when it’s on your hands and your face you can’t and so she ends her rather 
educational recount of the event. Her refusal to inscribe the tattoo on the face therefore shows 
how spaces on the skinscape (due to gang norms and practices) potentially become no-go zones 
for one that does not form part of that community of practice.  
 
Although the extract deals with body mapping, specifically, the refusal to inscribe on the face - 
the superimposed impact of this refusal - is to dissect the body (face) and tie it to widespread 
social discourses on crime and gangsterism, as well as to normative regimes of propriety. The 
inscription elicits a juxtaposition and polarization between a violent, masculine heterosexual 
image on the one hand, and a weak, frail homosexual corporeal figure on the other. The 
imagined sexual orientation of the client together with the pristine state of his skin is deemed 
unfitting for the inscription. On the one hand, this is because his tattoo would ostensibly risk 
being taken for a ‘jail chappie’. On the other hand, he is unlikely to be able to carry off an 
authentic rendition of the masculine and hypersexual violent black gangster he aspires to in his 
phantasy, as he is marked in that tattooed space as a ‘skinny little gay dude’. The incongruence 
of the inscription with the weedy apparition of its bearer would only serve to amplify a perceived 
sexuality that otherwise might have remained invisible – or at least stay within the bounds of the 
client’s voluntary strategic disclosures. We note then how ‘identities’ are negotiated in a field of 
contradiction, unfulfilled aspirations, normative discourses, and in relation to the imagined future 
of a body part.  With Kress, we note how “…representation is always engaged, it is never 
neutral: that which is represented in the sign, or in sign complexes, realizes the interests, the 
perspectives, the positions and values, of those who make signs” (2002: 44). 
 
The gate-keeping mechanism at play reveals that what appears to be an unmarked body is 
actually already clearly marked, illustrating how the materiality of the body works in a whole 
range of semiotic systems that extend beyond the boundaries of the body itself as “the signifier 
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whose signification is determined not by the speaker but squarely by those who are authorized to 
speak” (Ibrahim 2014:7).  
 
Thus, we note how the body at the point of inscription appears as a site for multiple connections 
to both the interior and exterior worlds of the individual, and that identity work comes enmeshed 
in contradictions between aspired to representations of Self and considerations to what extent 
these aspirations can be successfully carried across contexts.  
 
 
3.2. Shame 
 
In Jackie’s telling, we begin to discern how the body as a site or nexus for social discourses of 
identity is a fragmented body. Jackie found it particularly disturbing that it was the client’s face 
that was to be tattooed. Body fragmentation in conjunction with identity comes across 
particularly clearly in the following example (2), where we note how contradictory identities are 
dispersed across different body surfaces - different body parts come with different geosemiotics, 
giving rise to different readings of an inscription, with the body part itself also becoming 
refigured in the process.  
 
In example (2), John recounts how his first tattoo, a rather innocuous sign of a dragon on his 
upper thigh which he obtained at the age of seventeen, is now one which he dislikes and 
disdainfully refers to as ‘gay’:  
 

Example 2 
 
Amiena:  So tell me about your first tattoo. 
John:     Well okay it’s a bit embarrassing now, I don’t like it anymore, it’s  

like a dragon thing on my hip there 
03:54 
Amiena:  so you say you regret it now a little bit? 
John:      Not really, I don’t actually regret it= 
Amiena:  it looks nice it looks nice 
John:      not really no especially with – it’s not to my taste anymore 
Amiena:  oh okay I see, do you feel like you’ve almost outgrown it? 
John:      ja a little bit 
Amiena:  well would you ever think of like adding to it or making it= 
John:      ja I have- like, I would if  like if I should – I would if it was just a  

word thing- but I also think that it’s a little gay where I put it 
Amiena:  oh no! laughs 
John:     so like putting more there (shakes head) I dunno I think I’m just gonna  

leave it you know what I mean? (Laughs) 
 
John begins talking about his first tattoo, describing it as an embarrassment and something which 
doesn’t appeal to his taste anymore – in his words a ‘dragon thing’. It is only a bit later that John 
reveals that it is not the signifier (dragon) itself so much, but rather its placement on a singularly 
sensitive part of the body to which he – in hindsight – now takes exception.  For John a tattoo 
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placed on the upper thigh was fine when he was seventeen, but now that he’s thirty years old, he 
now sees that same space as a ‘gay space’. The exchange between Amiena and John highlights 
the importance of placement of sign which reaches above and beyond the appearance of the 
sign. Although the signifier has stayed the same for thirteen years, it has since been 
recontexualized over time i.e. the signified (as determined by John) has changed. When asked 
about possibly changing the signifier, John’s response was that he didn’t want to add to it 
(thereby making it bigger), alluding to the disagreeable thought of possibly enlarging the ‘gay 
space’ on his body. Thus, in a process of reflective recontextualization, a semiotically ‘dormant’ 
space had become resemiotized as ‘gay’, which in turn had led to a resignification of the 
inscription. The emplacement of signs labelled as ‘gay’ served to re-gender space on the body 
and may suggest the concealment of a masculine ‘failure’ in a specific time and place3. Thus, the 
significance and viability of inscriptions are subject to the contingencies of the fragmented body, 
where different body parts and body surfaces are regimented by corporeally distributed social 
discourses of sexuality, gender and race in different ways.  What is also happening here is that 
the body parts are performing identities (or potentially performing identities) irrespective of the 
intention of the ‘agent’ (John does not want to come across as gay, and neither does Sizwe want 
to be seen as having a jail chappie). Interesting also is the fact that these very different types of 
identity are variously visible or concealed, although ‘ever present’ as layers of meaning, intended 
or unintended, some erased and invisible, but always juxtaposed with what is made visible or 
flaunted. 
 
 
3.2. Pain 
 
The two previous examples have illustrated the importance of attending to the ways in which the 
materiality of the body (part) in conjunction with the inscription determines the significance of 
the mark when read against a raft of social discourses.  Despite this, the lack of consideration of 
the materiality of the body, in particular the erasure of its sensibilities, such as pain and desire, is 
a complaint loudly addressed at sociolinguistics generally. As Butler explains with respect to the 
notion of gender, differences in bodies are not a matter of course, but a matter of acts turned into 
habits and then naturalized as an unchangeable (and ‘normal’) body. As she puts it  
 

[g]ender is the repeated stylization of the body, a set of repeated acts within a highly rigid 
regulatory frame that congeal over time to produce the appearance of a substance, of a 
natural sort of being (Butler, 1990: 43). 

 
In the examples above, we noted how the juxtapositions of contradictory identities and normative 
regimes and social censorship engaged strong emotions of disappointment and shame, 
anticipation and desire on behalf of both the client and the tattoo artist. In the following example 
(3), we note even more clearly how social regimes and fragmented, spatially and temporally 
distributed bodies are produced through layerings of affect that also serve to bring home and 
mark (inscribe) the body with social value.  
 

                                                             
3 Fieldnotes mention how John reflects on his wayward drug past – possibly epitomized by the tattoo itself. His 
contention that he has moved on and ‘grown up’ (works fulltime, has his own place, steady girlfriend), may signify 
that that was a time of masculine failure –andfailure more generally. 
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The two images of Rocco below present him at once as a self-assured Hip Hopster with low-
slung pants and a show of underwear, cockily drawing a cool hand-sign; and subsequently, after 
being inked (colouring in of a tattoo),  as somewhat dejected and placid, laying on his back under 
(a joking) threat of being ‘tea-bagged’4 Rocco had put up a poor show of masculinity during the 
inking, and as punishment for his slur of complaints of pain and discomfort, he is now being 
subjected to ridicule by all present. 
 

Example 3:  
 

               
 
Jarvis:  Rocco, if you don’t wanna get your ink done, we can always pierce your tits.  

(laughter) 
Jackie: Jarvie, the one with the tampon strings he’s been tripping over? 
Fabian: you got yourself the i-pon not the i-pad, the one with the pink string- pink cord  

I mean, sorry! 
 
In the first line, the statement ‘pierce your tits’ first constructs Rocco as a woman which we see 
is later conflated with weakness and silliness. The joke about Rocco ‘tripping over tampons’ and 
having an  ‘i-pon’ (play on tampon) and ‘pink cord’ shows the quick movement from women’s 
breast, to tampons (a real feminist revolution from sanitary towels) then back to menstruation 
and technologies (play on pink and femininity). Of course this exchange is even more double 
voiced in that Jackie is female and is ironically complicit in the perpetuation of a masculine 
prototype of courage, strength and masculinity.  
 
In this short exchange, the ribbing of a male client who declares openly that he fears the pain of 
being inked and is ridiculed, shows mockery to be a tool reinforcing the perpetuation of 
overarching patriachical dominance. Once again, we note how tattoos may be grasped at surface 
(skin) level, while simultaneously indexing greater social worlds (e.g. gender, patriarchy, and 
criminality). In this concrete case, pain and ridicule are what carry the metapragmatics of the 
                                                             
4‘Teabagging’ is described as the act wherein “… a man inserts his scrotum into another person's mouth in the 
fashion of a teabag into a mug with an up/down (in/out) motion. Used as a practical joke or prank, when performed 
on someone who is asleep, or as a sexual act.”  http://www.urbandictionary.com/define.php?term=teabagging 
 

http://www.urbandictionary.com/define.php?term=teabagging
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inscription – patriarchy and chauvinism, and the act of inscription is not just a material 
realization of a sign and its significance, but an act saturated with affect.  
 
 
3.4. Time 
 
We saw in example (1) above how Jackie spoke about the age of the client as ‘quite young like 
late twenties’ who in later life would be ‘stuck with a cross on your face for the rest of your life’ 
until ‘you die like at like fucking eighty or ninety’. In a matter of minutes, Jackie has moved 
through time talking not only about a young man in his twenties but also an elderly one in his 
nineties. This is not uncommon in the tattoo shop with clients constantly being reminded of the 
permanency of their tattoos and the possible (undesirable) resemiotization of the meaning of 
these tattoos over time – something we also saw to be the case with John’s dragon tattoo.  In 
example 4, we again meet the body as fragmented, although these fragments and their 
inscriptions are subjected here to the test of time, rather than to the strictures of normative 
discourses of propriety as in example (1), or appropriateness to place as in example (2). 
 
In the extract, the tattoo artist Fabian discusses placement of the tattoo with his client (Sarah) 
who confers with her friend (Kelly).  
 
 Example 4:  
 

Fabian:….relax your hand, I recommend…which way it face...you can have it like  
  this if your arm is down, like this (raises both hands in the air), or you can show  

people like this (wrist up) or like this (palm facing up). 
Sarah:  erm what do you recommend? 
Fabian: I’d recommend you put it like this ‘cause your arms always down  
Sarah:  looks at friend and happily nods her head in agreement 
Fabian: (places stencil on wrist) about there you go? 
Sarah:  ne? (yes?) (to friend) 
Kelly:  (shakes head slowly and points her finger further toward Sarah’s wrist) up 
Sarah:  but then it will be= 
Kelly:  no up here (points the other way) 
Fabian: I wouldn’t say further down (towards the wrist) ‘cause you can still wear long- 

sleeved shirts 
Sarah: yes 
Fabian: (places the stencil firmly on the agreed area) 
Sarah:  (looks at K and exhales loudly) ‘cause one day I wanna be a lawyer! (laughs) 

 
Apart from language, this three-person interaction saw much of the exchange come about 
through gesticulation, eye contact, kinesthetics and touch. Once Sarah establishes in which 
direction she wants the initials to face up, she then has to decide on the exact placement of the 
tattoo. Although Fabian is expressly asking Sarah about where she wants her tattoo, his overt 
gesticulation (raising both his arms in the air as if he’s dancing) and then demurely placing it 
(palm facing up) effectively and swiftly manages to contrast two very different lifestyles in 
which the tattoo could hypothetically exist. Sarah attempts to connect to the question of life-style 
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by pinpointing a location for the tattoo, using her fingers to stake out a couple of centimetres 
between wrist and forearm, thus articulating her sense of a future self in terms of a stretch of 
flesh. At this point she moves between Fabian and her friend, who has remained silent up until 
then. An enquiring gaze and the enquiring local utterance ‘ne’ puts Kelly in motion. 
Nevertheless, her role is short-lived as she mistakenly says ‘more up’ when she means further 
away from the wrist. Understanding the indecision, Fabian makes a final decision by firmly 
putting the stencil in place. Sarah, perhaps in an effort to explain her hesitance to accept her 
friend’s advice, pipes up and admits ‘cause one day I wanna be a lawyer!’ We find a very stark 
sense of temporality and futurity signalled here. Once again, at stake is how features become 
resignified and gain new values as they travel across modes and contexts, or settle as temporary 
sediments in shifting linguistic landscapes. 
 
 
3.5. Place 
 
In the final example (5), we see clearly how place also regiments the body in terms of what can 
be done through inscription. Once again, we see a conflict between the wishes and imaginations 
of the client, and the normative structures of regimes of visibility and intimacy. In this segment, 
Ron, the principalof a prestigious school in Cape Town, wishes to have the names of his children 
tattooed onto his body.  
 
Example 5 
 

1. Ron:  
 

I mean I understand what you saying (about a well-planned 
tattoo being less expensive), but I’m at a VERY traditional 
school AND it’s the one of the oldest schools in South Africa 

2. Fabian: well in that case= 
3. Ron: and they HAVE warned me already about doing this 
4. Jackie: oh okay 
5. Fabian: okay, so why do you want to do it over there? 
6. Ron: because I wanna see it all the time 
7. Jackie: okay but they also gonna see it all the time 
8. Fabian: but everyone’s gonna see it all the time 
9. Ron: That’s why I wear long sleeves 
10. Jackie: that’s okay 
11. Fabian: I’m just saying= 
12. Ron: Ja I know you just saying= 
13. Fabian: You might limit yourself, why because ja, in a sense you 

wanna see it all the time, but it’s a tattoo, you can do it on 
your heart, it’s your wife, it’s on your heart it’s another aspect 
of it and there you not limiting yourself with your personal 
life I’m just saying. 

 
The tattoo artists lead Ron, the principal, through some of the considerations he needs to take 
before he makes his final decision. As in the earlier examples, the conversation around the tattoo 
in relation to the body of the principal constructs the ‘value’ of the mark, although this time in 
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terms of the locality, the school.  In other words, place, its characteristics and its norms, 
especially with respect to what sorts of bodies and bodily markers, such as tattoos, may occur in 
that place, determine what is finally chosen to go onto the body. In actual fact, the very 
representation of the specific, institutional place that is the school is under construction at the 
same moment that the tattoo artist and his customer are negotiating what tattoo he will acquire 
and where on his body he will wear it. Apart from speech as representative of the school per se, 
more interesting perhaps is the  interaction between speech representation and a particular body 
part (‘there’) as well as the type of tattoo. Herein, representations (of future place) are being 
constructed through the medium of the body at the same time as the body acquires a new 
significance through the tattoos.  
We see how a tattooed body in the particular social space (like a graffiti tag) is seen as 
transgressive and lays bare and juxtaposes hidden and contesting discourses on what types of 
bodies (and their associated semiotics and significance) may reside there. Ron’s momentary 
stylizations of a self through choice and location of tattoos brings to conscious awareness the 
essential mobility (temporal as well as spatial) of semiotic features, and their ‘fit’ (or lack of fit) 
with the sites in which they occur (both in terms of bodily placement, norms of visibility and the 
places through which they will travel). 
  

 
4. Discussion: Aesthetics, affect, imagination and the representation: Locating normative 
regimes of bodies that matter  in space and time 
 

Loving one’s home is not about being fixed into a place, but rather it is about becoming part 
of a space where one has expanded one’s body, saturating the space with bodily matter: 
home as overflowing and flowing over. (Ahmed, 2006:1) 

 
We are now in a position to return to the notion of bodies that matter, specifically the negotiation 
of the semiotics of the body as a critical component of place making and creating a sense of 
home.  The aesthetics of aspirational selves are subject to much monitoring, co-construction and 
censorship. In all of the five examples, we note how representations of place and time interact 
with social discourses of race and gender, propriety and shame, and how these are mediated 
through inscriptions of the body – or their erasure – under conditions of affect, such as pain or 
ridicule. Different semiotic orders are juxtaposed, bringing to awareness the realities of 
competing, coexisting, and potential selves in place and time. Conflict and disjuncture, are 
mapped onto fragmented bodies, where contradiction emerges as a prima facie feature of the 
sculpting of identities: contradiction between the aspiration to appear ‘tough’ and the social 
realities of gangsterism which inhibit the easy transport of transgressive inscriptions to bodies 
not properly primed (as in the case of Sizwe); the contradiction between a past self and the 
resemiotization of a body part (as in the case of John); contradictions between aspired-to 
identities (“I want to be lawyer”) and the future visibility of an inscribed body part (as in the case 
of Sarah); and contradiction between the desire to overtly display scripted affection to family  
and the stringent decorum of the school yard (as with Ron). We also noted that the disjuncture 
between the aesthetics of an inscription and the materiality of pain contributed to a framing of 
social discourses of gender and sexuality. Thus, identities emerge as aesthetic and affect-laden 
projects, spatio-temporally constrained and framed by normative regimes and social discourses. 
Identities in this sense are about straddling the contradictions of living with differently inscripted 
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bodies, (with different degrees of presence and visibility). They are about fitting bodies into 
place and time. 
 
Moreover, articulating the idea of skinscapes as corporeal linguistic landscapes offers a 
particular understanding of racialization. It suggests that ‘race’ can be seen productively as a 
marking of the body subject to situated normative regimes of what can constitute an appropriate 
aesthetics of fit to place and time.  Such a characterization articulates well with the previous 
analyses that have discussed identities in terms of how one manages the traces, indexicalities of 
inscriptions, in social discourses and across place and time, and how what may be invisible in 
some sites becomes visible in others. Thus, the self appears primarily as a mobile perspective or 
subject position where the coding of its body indexes spatiotemporally social, cultural and 
historic discourses external to the body. Bodies are in a continuous state of transformation which 
carry along with them their own history, trajectory and semiotics, and racialization becomes a 
question literally of “...where one stands and how one sees the world from that place, rather than 
any notion of what a body unchangeably or authentically is” (Robinson, forthcoming). 
Skinscapes offer the field of sociolinguistics a novel (bodily) view of the power relations which 
exist on the ground. In essence we talk about the body as a sign which can be read externally 
whilst at the same time becoming a space in which signs are absorbed onto the body, and impact 
affectfully on the self. 
 
The quote by Ahmed (2006) which introduces this section speaks to the challenges of the 
inscribed body to find a home, or to be at ‘home’. In the examples above, we have seen how 
times and places leave traces through a process of inscription onto the body, and how bodies fold 
themselves according to the place they find themselves. However, the body also makes its mark, 
its transgressions, in its journey across space and time, with the inscriptions that animate selves 
simultaneously animating place. Historically, South African surroundings have folded around 
bodies distributed along racial criteria: the big houses, and the wide, tree-lined avenues in the 
‘leafy’ suburbs of Cape Town are the vestiges of an historically exclusively white space. The 
whiteness of this space is amplified and reinforced in the signage and billboards advertising 
upmarket products and brands, the languages and sound-scapes (predominantly English in a 
country with 11 official languages). But contemporary white spaces are also populated by the 
ghosts of black ‘transgressions’; traces of incursions – imagined or real – remain, such as the 
existence of razor wire on the walls of gated communities.5 Even with no linguistic clues and no 
loiterers to speak of, the barbed wire stands as a testament of previous damages and also stands 
as a barrier against future misdemeanours. It is a sign that offers relief and comfort to some while 
serving as an obstacle and a pain to others. For this reason, the memory of what happened in that 
space is permanently marked by the placing of the barbed wire – it tells a story without saying a 
word and continues to be read without words.  
 
What does the analysis of South African skinscapes mean for Linguistic Landscape studies? In 
skinscapes, we discern the contours of a developmental trajectory in LL research over the last 20 
years and propose a departure which pushes the field forward. LL research has gradually evolved 
away from the simple viewing of the sign as a visual artefact delinked from its spatial-temporal 
context to one where signs are actively deployed as constituting space; where inscriptions shift 
meaning across chains of production (Stroud and Jegels 2013; Scollon and Scollon 2003; Stroud 
                                                             
5Or the ladder left by a careless workman against the wall of Oscar Pretorius bathroom. 



 

 

14 

and Mpendukana 2009; Blommaert 2014)) ; and where silent viewers deep in contemplation of 
the sign as artifact have been replaced by ‘readers’ who actively  ‘interpret the sign’ and by 
actors who affectfully ‘enact’ the sign in creating place. Methodologically, these shifts have 
meant a shift from a taxonomic archive through a narrative tracing of the production and 
consumption history of the sign to praxeological and non-representational methodologies and 
analyses (Lou 2010; Winkler 2002). 
 
In this paper, we have seen how the aesthetic project in claiming place (or being rejected) 
revolves around corporeally fragmented, dispersed, multiple and contradictory identities looking 
for places to perch and times to be. The act of inscription carries an excess of meaning 
(sometimes contradictory and potentially ambiguous, oftentimes aspirational and many times 
unfulfilled). We recognize the existence of this ‘excess of meaning’ in Malinowski’s reference to 
Butler: 

 
…speakers are involved in a transformative process whenever they give voice, intentionally 
or not, to words that bear histories and point to futures that surpass the scene of the 
utterance…It is through an understanding of meaning-in-excess as produced through 
embodied signification that a parallel can be drawn between speech acts and the sort of 
multimodal texts that populate the linguistic landscape (Malinowski, 2009:118).   

 
This ‘meaning-in-excess’, what we have been calling ‘the trace’, alerts us  to how signs cannot 
be seen only as what there is, but as potentials to be read differently in changing time and space. 
 
Central to the paper are everyday micro-interactions of tattooing which are linked to the 
structuring role of place in terms of one interlocked system of features, events and movement. 
This suggests a broadening of both the temporal and spatial co-ordinates of sign analysis to look 
at the constitution of (semiotic) events as they unravel over days or even months, attending more 
to the emergence, juxtaposition, disappearance or erasure of semiotic artifacts in multivocal 
performances of place. The uncertainty, the ambiguity, the emergence of signage in real time, as 
one semiotic among many, deeply integrated in the corporeal mobilities of those who are 
engaged in the aesthetic (and political) project of the Self, can inform understanding of the 
semiotic landscape in important ways. Stroud and Mpendukana (2009, 2010), for example, 
discuss signage in terms of linked and resemiotized, economically and materially determined, 
chains of semiosis, suggesting that analyses should trace identifiable discourses (genres) across 
different material semiotic artifacts, paying careful attention to how messages are translocated 
across different places and across different times. The importance of affect in the process in 
which inscriptions are ‘written into’ narratives of identity work, as when people navigate the 
emotional geography of their neighbourhoods, (e.g. Stroud and Jegels 2013; Peck 2012; Ben-
Rafael, Shohamy, Hasan Amara and Trumper-Hecht 2006) deserves even more attention in LL 
research. 
 
In this study, we have also seen how linguistic/semiotic landscapes are an essential aspect of how 
we frame our understandings and encounters with others. In the fluidity of identity work, 
linguistic landscapes, or emplaced material manifestations of self, exhibit multiplicity, 
ephemerality and chameleon-like qualities. More specifically, corporeal landscapes suggest 
inserting the study of signs and inscriptions into the swell of multisemiotic accounts of the body 
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and space and further developing a praxeological and non-representational account of linguistic 
landscapes (e.g. Malinowski, 2009; Stroud and Jegels, 2014). Corporeal landscapes suggest the 
dissolution of boundaries between bodies and places, and that one future direction in the study of 
linguistic landscapes might be to explore the potential of what could increasingly be viewed as a 
corporeal sociolinguistics, a merging of the concerns of contemporary sociolinguistics with 
corporeality and mobility with the ambit of linguistic landscape research to research place and 
inscription.  
 
Skinscapes, then, could be said to represent a ‘logical step’ along this trajectory, where the body 
no longer merely enacts the sign but where the sign, folding itself into the body, now serves to 
enact and animate the body that carries it causing it to matter in some way or the other. We can 
seek a ready theorization of this step of the trajectory in the oeuvre of Henri Lefebvre (1991) 
which developed a body of theory around the role of everyday life in the changing production of 
space, where the desire that drives change, namely the right to the oeuvre, that is, people’s 
participation and appropriation of place, is construed through creative work. In Lefebvre’s 
thought, creative work and aesthetics are part and parcel of the living of life as a project. In the 
case studies here, we see how projects of ‘living a life’ are entangled with aesthetic creativity 
(e.g. tattoos), in conjunction with affective stance. In other words, we find a layering of affect 
into mobile materialities of place. Our data has shown the strong affective and aesthetic 
dynamics in the way in which bodily inscriptions are immersed in normative regimes and social 
discourses, and locked into a contested politics of place and time. Thus the idea of skinscapes 
encourages us to critically engage with a wider complex of social worlds, both real and 
imagined, wherein inscriptions in place (on the body or some other screen or materiality) are 
embedded in a network of (socio-politically informed) ‘intertextual aesthetics’ i.e. popular 
culture and narratives of aspiration, race, and social class.  

 
 

5. Conclusion 
 
Skinscapes encourage us to embed studies of signage, or the semiotic landscape, in more 
encompassing theories of place and person. This has opened up for an understanding of how 
people inhabit, or move through, a place, and how they engage with its linguistic landscapes, 
while simultaneously being engaged by landscapes. This paper has sought to explore this 
window of opportunity by developing a blueprint for an approach to LL that merges theories of 
body, place and sign. Such a perspective generates insights into not only how place is 
semiotically constructed, but also provides insights into the mechanisms wherein bodies (and 
body parts) matter in time and place. 
 
 

----------------------- 
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