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  Introduction


So You Want To Be a Tattoo Artist?
Let’s get real. Here’s the truth, right off the bat: reading this book will not make you a tattoo artist. If you thought you could breeze through a few pages, soak up some secret wisdom, and become the next big thing in tattooing – sorry, but that’s not how this works. That’s not how any of this works. 
Tattooing is a craft – a brutal, humbling, ego-crushing craft. It takes years of practice, a borderline unhealthy obsession with improvement, and a willingness to accept that you’ll suck before you get good. No book, no YouTube tutorial, no overpriced online course can replace the hands-on experience of actually doing the thing. But if you’re stubborn enough, and you want it badly enough, it’s absolutely worth the pain.
But here’s what this book will do: it’ll keep you from looking like a complete idiot when you start. It’ll cut through the noise of half-baked tutorials, outdated advice, and well-meaning but ultimately useless internet nonsense. It’ll give you a real, no-BS foundation so that when you finally do pick up a machine – whether it’s under the guidance of a mentor, in a shop, or in your own little experimental hellscape – you’ll actually have some idea of what you’re doing. 

[image: Venn diagram labeled Drawing, Hygiene, and Identity, showing the overlap of these three fundamentals as the core qualities of tattoo artists]
The aim of this book is to introduce you to the three fundamentals that make a good tattoo artist

Drawing – A strong drawing foundation is essential – not just technical skill, but a clear understanding of composition and style that translates into clean, readable tattoos.
Hygiene – Proper hygiene is the standard of true professionalism in tattooing – it's a non-negotiable practice that ensures safety, builds trust, and protects both the artist and the client.
Identity – Your identity as a tattoo artist is built on more than just art – it includes your ethics, presentation, personal brand, and the way you communicate with clients and peers.
I’m not here to spoon-feed you generic “how to tattoo” fluff. There are already a million videos and articles out there recycling the same tired advice, and I’m not about to add to that pile. What I am going to give you is my opinion – what’s worked for me, for my students, and for the artists I respect. Not the “best practices” that look great on paper but fall apart in real life. The real stuff. The things I wish someone had told me. The things that might make your journey into tattooing a little less frustrating, a little less expensive, and – who knows – maybe even a little fun.
And to make sure your hands learn as fast as your brain, I’ve included a full set of custom-designed practice sheets at the end of the book – downloadable on my website – to help build control, confidence, and clean lines from day one. These aren’t filler pages. They’re real, structured exercises designed to make your muscle memory do the heavy lifting.
So if you’re ready to get your hands dirty, to embrace the grind, and to actually learn this craft the way it’s meant to be learned – with less cluelessness and more confidence – then let’s get started.

How I got Here And Why You're Holding This Book
Tattooing has followed me around like an old song stuck in my head. Sometimes it’s in the background, sometimes it’s front and center, but it’s always there – waiting. My first tattoo? Got it when I was seventeen, on holiday in some tiny UK town. Walked into a random shop, picked something off the wall, and walked out permanently changed. It wasn’t the best tattoo in the world (let’s be honest – it wasn’t even good), but it lit a fuse. A tiny spark that sat quietly smoldering while I tried to be a normal, functional adult.
Because that’s what you’re supposed to do, right? You don’t just run off and become a tattoo artist. You go to work, pay bills, make responsible choices. So I did. I spent years bouncing between logistics, the restaurant industry, and every other grind-heavy, soul-sucking job you can imagine. Got married, had a kid, played the role of steady, dependable husband. With every year, that little voice – What about tattooing? – got quieter.
Then life threw a wrecking ball through all that stability. My wife became my ex-wife, and everything I’d spent years building suddenly didn’t matter anymore. Divorce is weird like that. It rips the floor out from under you, but it also forces you to look hard at what you actually want. 
And when I finally did, I realized: I was miserable. Not just because of the divorce (though yeah, that sucked), but because I’d spent my whole life ignoring what I actually cared about. I wasn’t in love with cargo logistics. I wasn’t passionate about restaurants. I’d spent years being practical, responsible – and dead inside.
So I did something that didn’t make much sense on paper: I bought a tattoo machine. Not because I was ready – I wasn’t – but because something in me finally said, “Why not now?”. The early days weren’t some dramatic disaster, just a steady stream of awkward lines, shaky hands, and lessons learned the slow way. I stumbled through fake skin, overthought every setting, and quietly realized I was enjoying the process.
Time passed, life did its thing, and I eventually found myself in Europe – broke, stubborn, and still tattooing. I bounced between shops, learned from artists who were way ahead of me, and over time, opened my own studio. Somewhere along the way, it hit me: finding real, practical information about tattooing is a nightmare. Especially if you're trying to do things the right way.
I’ve worked in both American and European shops, and I can tell you – the learning curve is steep on both sides of the ocean. The culture shifts, the hygiene laws vary, but the confusion? That part stays the same. No one hands you a clear path. And most of what’s out there just sends you in circles.
Ask around, and you’ll hear the same three routes come up over and over – each with its own set of problems:
The Money Dump
Drop a small fortune on a course or seminar that may or may not teach you anything useful. (The last one I took turned out to be a digital guide to designing color realistic butterflies. Seriously. Not one word about machine settings.)
The Self-Helper
Go full "gremlin mode" and claw through the internet like a raccoon in a dumpster. You’ll scrape together scraps from half-dead forums, five-hour YouTube rambles, and blog posts clearly written by people who haven’t touched a machine since the iPod era. It’s like searching for a needle in a pile of needles, wearing a needle poncho.
The Tattoo Academy Industrial Complex
Plenty of shops now double as “tattoo schools”, offering overpriced beginner courses with virtually no real oversight. It’s usually a business model – not a mentorship. These setups focus on selling certificates, not building artists. You walk in hopeful, and walk out with a printout, a bit of debt, and a few bad habits that you'll have to unlearn anyway.
Neither of these is great. I wasted so much time searching for answers that should have been easy to find. That’s why I wrote this book.
This is the no-BS, everything-in-one-place book I wish I had when I started. The stuff I learned the hard way – so you don’t have to. Not some vague, inspirational garbage. Real, practical knowledge. Actual steps to getting better.
So if you’re here because tattooing is that song stuck in your head – the thing you can’t shake, no matter how much life tries to distract you – then welcome. I won’t sugarcoat it: this is hard. But it’s worth it. If you’re still here, still reading, still thinking, “Yeah, I want to do this” – buckle up. It’s going to be a hell of a ride.






  
  Chapter one
This Book


Why This Book Isn’t 2,000 Pages Long 
Let’s be real: if I tried to cram everything about tattooing into one book. Every technique, skin type, style, and weird trick you only learn by screwing up for years, this would be a 2,000-page monster. You wouldn’t read it. I wouldn’t read it. Nobody would. 
That’s why this book is for beginners. It’s here to get you from zero to “I actually know what I’m doing” without drowning you in technical jargon or useless theory. We’re building a strong foundation. No one learns tattooing all at once. You level up one skill at a time. Be ready for a few struggles along the way. This book gives you what you actually need to start – not to be perfect, not to win “Tattoo of the Day,” but to tattoo confidently, safely, and without ruining someone’s skin (or your own reputation) before you even get going.
The deep-dive stuff? The fancy tricks? Don’t worry, you’ll get there once you master the basics. Right now, your job is to learn to walk before you sprint headfirst into a wall. This is your starting line. Let’s get moving.
The Learning Projection
From Total Noob to Shop-Ready  – Reading this book is a damn good start. But reading is not doing, and “understanding tattooing” isn’t the same as being able to tattoo. You can understand rocket science front to back – it still won’t make you an astronaut. Same goes for tattooing. You only level up by getting hands-on, making mistakes, fixing them, and repeating that process a hundred times. Forget Instagram montages. Here’s what actually happens:
Phase 1: Curious Chaos – (Weeks 0–4)
You’re excited. Anxious. Staring at your phone at 2:00 AM trying to understand the difference between a rotary and a coil machine, wondering if you’ve already made a mistake by ordering a kit off Amazon. Welcome to the first phase.
This is where most beginners either get hooked or burn out. The learning curve is steep. The tools feel foreign. You’re going to make dumb mistakes – and that’s fine. Right now, your job isn’t to master tattooing. It’s to survive the overwhelm without giving up.
Your Focus:
	Read this entire book. Twice if you need to. It will save you from wasting money, time, and skin.

	Treat hygiene like sacred law. Learn about cross-contamination, bloodborne pathogens, glove technique, setup/breakdown protocols. If you can’t keep things clean, stop here.

	Understand the tools. Machines, needles, inks, power supplies – not in theory, but in function. Know what each part does and why it matters.

	Draw. Every single day. Doesn’t matter if it’s bad. Build the habit now or you’ll pay for it later.

	Buy smart, minimal gear. Use the equipment list in the next chapter. Avoid impulse purchases.



Extra Reps:
	Use a ballpoint cartridge on practice sheets. Start training your hand to move like a tattooer.

	Rehearse your setup and teardown routines. Practice on fruit, paper, anything. Focus on posture, grip, and consistency.



Milestone: You’re grounded. No longer googling "tattoo gun" like a rookie. You’ve internalized the hygiene rules, know what your gear does, and you’re drawing daily without excuses.
Phase 2: Controlled Practice (Weeks 5–12)
This is where things start to click – and unravel. You’re making visible progress: cleaner lines, steadier hands, fewer blowouts. But you’re also waking up to how deep the craft really goes.
Tattooing is many things. It’s systems thinking. Muscle memory. Vision. Discipline. You’ll feel like you’re improving and failing at the same time – that’s a sign you’re growing.
Your Focus:
	Work on fake skin – but with purpose. Don’t just doodle. Drill clean lines, consistent whip shading, even gradients, and proper depth.

	Dial in your machine settings. Know your voltage, stroke, and speed for different needle types.

	Film yourself. Posture, tension, speed – what you think you’re doing is rarely what you’re actually doing. (also great for Instagram content later)

	Start building your stencil game. Practice converting drawings into tattoo-ready outlines.

	Study how to talk like a tattooer. (Check out the Glossary for help). Consults, boundaries, expectations – learn the language of the job.



Extra Reps:
	Watch experienced artists. Live if possible, or break down their videos frame by frame.

	Keep a practice log. Document every piece – what went well, what went wrong, what you’ll change.



Milestone: Your fake skin tattoos no longer look like someone scratched them on with a needle in jail. You’re seeing real progress, with fewer blowouts and cleaner lines.
Phase 3: The Grind (Months 3–6)
This is where most people quit. You’re no longer a beginner, but you’re not good yet – and that gap becomes obvious. You’ll get frustrated. You’ll feel stuck. But if you push through this stage, you’ll be ahead of 90% of aspiring tattooers. This is where discipline separates dabblers from future professionals.
Your Focus:
	Build structured practice routines. Line days, shade days, design days. Don’t just wing it.

	Double down on hygiene repetition. Change gloves like a surgeon. Tear down your setup just for the sake of it. Make clean habits automatic.

	Learn the rhythm of tattooing. How to pace yourself, when to break, how to keep your mind focused through long sessions.



Extra Reps:
	Shadow or assist in a shop. Watch how real tattooers move, speak, and clean.

	Refine your reference system. Build a style bank – what you like, what you want to learn, what inspires you.

	Build your first portfolio. Include fake skin tattoos, sketches, stencil designs. Show your range, not just your best hits.



Milestone: You’ve started developing your own tattooing process. You fix your own mistakes. You catch your own sloppiness. You’ve got routines – not just random practice sessions.
Phase 4: Studio-Ready Skills (Months 6–12 and beyond)
You’ve crossed a major threshold. You’re still learning (and always will be), but now you’re no longer dangerous. You’re starting to feel like a real tattooer – because you are one.
This is where practice starts to become craft. Your choices are more intentional. Your lines are more confident. And you’re finally thinking about tattooing as a service – not just an art form.
Your Focus:
	Start working on live skin – your own or brave friends – under supervision, and with strict hygiene.

	Track healed results. Learn what holds, what fades, what scars. Adjust.

	Refine your setup until it’s muscle memory. Every tray, every wrap, every cleaning motion should be second nature.



Extra Reps:
	Build a professional public portfolio. Show clean healed work, not just fresh tattoos.

	Reach out to real studios. Find one whose vibe matches yours – and start learning in the field.



Milestone: You’ve earned the title. You can complete a clean, safe tattoo in a real studio without rushing, guessing, or freezing. You're a tattoo artist now – and the real work is just beginning.
The Long Game
Learning tattooing isn’t linear. It’s an upward spiral of trial, error, and “holy shit, I still suck at this.” You’ll plateau. You’ll regress. You’ll “crack shading” one week and bomb it the next. That’s normal. That’s growth.
How to win
	Practice what you read immediately.

	Write down what confuses you and ask better artists. (You can even ask me!)



This book is the launchpad. The rest? That’s on you.
Golden Rules of Tattooing
The Unwritten Code, Written Down – Now that you see the road ahead – the months of tracing, failing, cleaning, drawing, and rethinking your life choices – let’s talk about what keeps you from crashing off the path.
The Golden Rules are the scaffolding for your tattoo house. If you ignore these, close this book and use it to prop up your table or something. It’ll do you more good that way. Tattoo these into your brain before you tattoo anything else:

[image: Handwritten list titled Golden Rules outlining five core principles for new tattoo artists.]

Rule #1: Respect the Craft.
Tattooing deserves your full respect. It is not a hobby – it’s a commitment. A discipline. A trade that humbles even the best. If you’re not willing to put in the time, take the hits, and treat the work with serious intent, you have no business holding a machine.
Rule #2: One Client = One Clean Session.
No reusing, no “close enough,” no excuses. Gloves, barriers, needles, mindset – all fresh, every time. Hygiene isn’t optional. It’s the foundation.
Rule #3: Buy Smart, Not Flashy.
Good tools won’t make you great, but bad tools will hold you back. Invest in quality gear that works – not whatever’s trending on Instagram. You’re building a tool kit, not a toy shelf.
Rule #4: Learn to Draw.
If your lines are sloppy on paper, they’ll be worse on skin. Tattooing demands control, and that control starts with a pencil. Earn it on paper before you ever touch a machine.
Rule #5: Embrace the Grind.
Tattooing is a skill earned through repetition, frustration, and thousands of slow, imperfect reps. There are no hacks, no cheat codes, and no way around the work. The struggle is the training.
How to Use These Rules:
Throughout this book, if you see “Remember Rule #3: Buy Smart, Not Flashy.” it’s not random. It’s bringing you back to the non-negotiables that will save you from screwing up as much as I did.






  
  Chapter two
Shopping Recommendations

And Why This Is Out of Order


Speaking of screwing up – this next “chapter” is right up front, in your face. It’s not logical that it should be here, but it’s here for a reason: because I care about you, my wonderful "snowflakes". Most beginners are dying to buy all the shiny gear and “starter kits” they see online. Don’t do it. I’m putting this section early to save you from wasting money and frustration before you even start. 
Trust me: nothing will kill your excitement (and wallet) faster than dropping cash on garbage gear and useless extras. Here’s what you actually need – and what you absolutely don’t. If you want a printable version? Find the expanded checklist in the Appendix at the back of this book.
Tattoo Machines
Rotary Machine: Start with a solid pen-style rotary (sometimes called "Wands"). Easier for beginners, fewer headaches than coils, and no constant fiddling. Brands to Consider: Dragonhawk, FK Irons Spektra, Cheyenne Hawk, CNC, Mast Tour, Bishop Wand. (More detail on these later – don’t overthink it yet.)
Cartridges 
Liners & Shaders: You’ll need a mix – round liners (3RL, 5RL, 9RL, 11RL), round shaders (5RS, 7RS, 9-11RS), and round magnums (7RM, 11RM, 18RM). Brands to Try: Kwadron, Bishop DaVinci, CNC Police, Cheyenne, Sigma. There are always new brands – test widely, but don’t commit to big boxes until you know what you like.
Pro Tip: Always check for a membrane to prevent backflow.
Ballpoint Cartridges
Let you build muscle memory without fake skin or ink. Just buy what fits your machine and your budget – no need to get fancy. Ballpoint cartridge practice will help you get used to the feel and resistance of a real machine, not just a pen.
I’ve prepared a full set of custom practice sheets specifically for this kind of training, designed to help you level up even faster. (We’ll talk more about them a little later in the book.)
Power Supply & Cables
If you’re not using a wireless setup, you’ll need a reliable digital power supply – something with adjustable voltage that won’t flicker under load. It doesn’t have to be fancy, just consistent.
Many artists now prefer wireless battery packs, which attach directly to your machine. These aren’t mandatory, but they eliminate cords and reduce clutter – especially helpful when practicing at home.
Make sure you buy the right cable for your machine: RCA or clip cord. Don’t assume. Check the machine specs before ordering – twice.
Inks 
Start with one solid black. Recommended brands include:
	Dynamic (widely trusted, strong saturation)

	Eternal Triple Black (bold and reliable)

	Panthera or Solid (both consistent performers)



If you plan to use color, go with reputable lines like Eternal, World Famous, or Intenze. Don’t buy full color sets “just in case” – especially if you lean black & grey. You’ll end up wasting half the bottles.
For white ink, use it sparingly and test it thoroughly. Try Eternal White or Dynamic Mixing White – they’re safe bets.
Regional laws matter: In the EU, REACH regulations heavily restrict tattoo inks. Always check what’s legal in your region before tattooing anyone.
Rule: Never test a sketchy ink on human skin. Try it on fake skin first.
Stencil & Transfer Gear
Time is money, and nothing wastes more of it than redrawing stencils. Invest in a thermal stencil printer or direct-to-stencil device early – it will pay off.
Use Spirit thermal stencil paper. Don’t bother with off-brands. When applying stencils to skin or fake skin, use Stencil Stuff, Electrum, or even plain aloe gel.
Weird Pro Tip: Old Spice roll-on deodorant is a favorite for transferring stencils onto fake skin.
Fake Skin & Practice Materials
For realistic practice, use high-quality fake skin sheets at least 3mm thick – either silicone or dense rubber. Cheap ones slide around, tear, or suck up ink like a sponge.
Fruit (like bananas or oranges) is a decent stepping stone, but not ideal for fine detail. Pig skin is sometimes used – but it smells, rots, and is a mess to work with. If you wouldn’t eat it, don’t tattoo it.
Keep a solid sketchbook, pencils, and drawing pens on hand. Daily drawing still builds your foundation faster than anything else.
Hygiene, Safety and Aftercare
Whilst you're not going to need most of these supplies immediately, it's a good idea to have them ready for when you actually get to tattoo your first human (or yourself). 
Gloves: Nitrile gloves are often preferred over latex gloves due to their superior resistance to chemicals, punctures, and tears, as well as their hypoallergenic nature. 
Wraps: Saran wrap, barrier film, or garden plastic – use it to cover your tray, armrests, and machines.
Soap & Moisturizer: Go unscented. Try Dial Gold or Dr. Bronner’s baby soap for washing.
Surface Disinfectant: Stock up on Madacide, Cavicide, or Bacticid. These aren’t optional. They’re your reputation.
Clip Cord Covers & Machine Bags: Sterility starts with smart barriers.
Razors & Shaving Gel: Never tattoo over hair. Prep clean skin every time.
Healing Film: Saniderm or Dermalize – a must for professional aftercare.
Grip Tape: Wraps around your machine grip to improve control, reduce hand fatigue, and create a clean layer between your glove and machine.
Bonus Gear (Worth It If You Can Swing It)
Rolling Workstation Cart: A dedicated cart keeps your gear within reach and your setup consistent. Instead of scattering ink caps, gloves, and paper towels across your desk like a goblin nest, everything lives in organized drawers or trays. It also helps you move your station as needed without having to break it down every time.
Proper Tattoo Light: An adjustable LED lamp (with cool/warm settings and dimmable brightness) makes a massive difference. Shadows hide mistakes. Poor lighting strains your eyes. A proper lamp lets you see what you’re actually doing – especially on textured fake skin or uneven body surfaces.
Ergonomic Stool: You’ll be sitting for hours at a time. Cheap chairs will wreck your back and legs, guaranteed. An adjustable ergonomic stool with a saddle seat or back support keeps your posture aligned, lets you move smoothly around the client, and makes long sessions more manageable. Your spine is part of your toolkit – protect it.
Tattoo Chair: Not mandatory at first, but a solid tattoo chair is a game-changer if you’re working on real people. Adjustable height, reclining positions, easy-to-clean surfaces – these all matter. A comfortable client is a still client, and a still client means better tattoos.
What Not to Buy
Super Cheap Amazon Kits: Those all-in-one beginner bundles? Total junk. Machines that break in a week, mystery ink that shouldn’t touch skin, and power supplies that flicker like dying flashlights. You’ll outgrow (or regret) every piece by the end of month one.
Rule #3 still applies: If it looks like a deal, it probably isn’t.
Coil Machines: Yes, they’re classic. Yes, they’re cool. But they’re also loud, temperamental, and mechanically complex. If no one is standing over your shoulder teaching you how to tune one, you’re wasting time and ink. Stick to rotary pen-style machines until you truly understand the craft.
Random eBay Ink: No brand name? No batch number? No deal. Tattoo ink is a chemical that enters your body. If you can’t track the source or verify what’s inside, don’t bother. There are zero reasons to gamble on off-label pigments – and dozens of reasons not to.
Bottom Line
If you stick to this list, you’ll avoid the worst beginner mistakes (and save a pile of cash). Buy what you need, not what looks cool. Skill > gear every time. Now that you’ve filmed your “unboxing” video for TikTok – let’s actually learn how to use all this stuff.
Always remember Rule #3: Buy Smart, Not Flashy. Skill beats shiny gear every single time. For a full, printable checklist, flip to the Appendix at the back of this book.







  
  Chapter three
What Is Tattooing?

It's Incredibly Simple


You take a needle, shove some ink under the skin, and boom – you got art for life. Except if you actually think it’s that easy, you should probably put this book down before you scar someone permanently. 
The problem is, a lot of people jump into tattooing for the wrong reasons. Maybe you like to draw, maybe you think it’s a quick way to make cash, or maybe you just want to tattoo your friends in a basement for cheap beer. But that's not what tattooing is about – it’s about precision, patience, and a ridiculous amount of practice. This book isn’t here to fluff your ego or fill your head with “just follow your passion” BS. It’s here to teach you the fundamentals – the real, unsexy, hard truths. There’s a mountain of information to cram into your brainbox. But if you’re willing to do the work, and respect the craft, then congratulations – you might just have what it takes to hold a tattoo machine without being a complete hack.

Voodoo Magic
Alright, let’s talk about how tattoos actually stay in your skin – because no, it’s not voodoo magic or some mystical bond between you and your bad decisions. It’s science. Your skin has three main layers:
Epidermis (a.k.a. The Disposable Layer) 
The outermost. Flakes off when you get sunburned or scratch too hard. Tattoo here, and you’ve just given someone an expensive temporary tattoo that’ll disappear faster than rent money on payday.
Dermis (a.k.a. The Sweet Spot) 
Where the magic happens. Thick enough to hold ink for life, but not so deep that you’re just gouging holes for fun. Hit the dermis, and the ink stays put as the skin heals around it. Your immune system sends in macrophages to clean up the mess, but the pigment particles are too big, so those cells just trap the ink in place.
Hypodermis (a.k.a. The No-Go Zone) 
Go too deep, and you hit fat. Here, the ink spreads out into a blurry mess – what’s called a blowout. It’s the tattoo equivalent of a Sharpie smudge on wet paper.
Your one job – get the ink into the dermis. Not too shallow, not too deep – just right. Nail this, and your tattoo heals crisp, clean, and lasting. Miss it, and your client won’t be showing off your work to anyone – except maybe their dermatologist.
[image: Diagram showing a tattoo needle depositing pigment into the dermis, with skin layers labeled.]
Ink is deposited into the dermis - deep enough to stay, shallow enough to heal clean
And that’s the brutal beauty of tattooing: it’s controlled damage – a deliberate wound that becomes art. You’re not just drawing; you’re embedding ink into the body so it can survive aging, scars, and years of questionable decisions. So learn the layers, understand the process, and for the love of everything sacred – don’t go too deep. 
Next, let’s roll the clock back a few thousand years and see how humanity perfected the art of “stabbing the dermis.”

History of Tattooing
A Brief (and Probably Incomplete) History of Tattooing – But why do I need to know this? – you ask. Because if you’re going to mark people for life, you should understand that you’re stepping into something way bigger than you. Tattooing didn’t start with Pinterest boards and TikTok flash sheets. It started with sharpened bones, soot, and rituals under the stars. This isn’t just decoration – it’s identity, rebellion, healing, grief, power, and meaning, all rolled into a needle and some ink.
Knowing the history keeps you humble. It reminds you that you're not inventing tattooing – you’re joining it. Respect that, and you'll carry your machine with a little more intention. Ignore it, and you’re just another amateur scribbling on skin with no clue what it stands for.
Tattoos have been around for as long as humans have had skin and the bright idea to stab it with ink. Throughout history, we’ve uncovered preserved mummies, ancient tools, and enough historical evidence to prove that tattooing wasn’t just a passing trend – it’s been a fundamental part of human culture. Whether for ritual, status, medicine, punishment, or just because it looked cool, people have been marking themselves for thousands if not millions of years.
The word “tattoo” itself comes from the Polynesian word “tatau”, meaning “to strike” or “to mark”, which perfectly describes the process. European explorers, particularly Captain James Cook and his crew, picked up the term in the 18th century after encountering tattooed indigenous people in the Pacific. From there, the word and the practice very quickly spread. 
Now, could we write an entire book covering the complete history of tattooing? Absolutely. Are we going to? Hell no. Instead, we’re going to hit you with the key moments – the biggest discoveries, the major shifts, and the events that shaped tattooing into what it is today. Consider this the highlight reel of tattoo history – no filler, just the good stuff.
Ancient Beginnings
Long before humans figured out how to grow crops or write things down, they were already jabbing pigment into their skin. Seriously. The earliest tattooing tools date back as far as 2.5 million years ago. That means before we invented language, we were already out here decorating ourselves. For what? Spiritual rituals? Social status? A prehistoric version of "YOLO"? No one knows. But the fact that we were inking up that early says something about how deep this need to mark our skin runs.
[image: 1841 illustration of a Polynesian tattooist using hand-tapping tools to apply geometric patterns to a client.]
The Tragedy of the Seas, (Charles Ellms, 1841) Illustration of a traditional Polynesian tattooist at work, using hand-tapping methods to apply geometric patterns
Fast forward to around 3300 BCE, and we meet Ötzi the Iceman, the most famous tattooed mummy in history. This frozen dude was found high in the Alps with 61 tattoos, mostly small lines and crosses placed around his joints and spine. Was it early acupuncture? Pain relief? Some kind of prehistoric flex? Possibly all of the above. Either way, the guy was inked up, proving that tattoos weren’t just for show – even back then, they had meaning.
By the Iron Age (around 1200 BCE to 600 BCE), tattoos had taken on a more social edge. Warriors in what is now Serbia were getting inked to show off rank and toughness. These weren’t your basic scribbles. They were badges of honor. Basically, the tougher you were, the better your tattoos looked. This idea of tattoos symbolizing strength and hierarchy would carry on for centuries, across countless cultures.
By 500 BCE, tattooing had become a full-blown art form, and no one proved that better than the Siberian Ice Maiden, also known as the Siberian Princess of the Pazyryk tribe. When her mummified body was discovered along with several other mummies, archaeologists were stunned by the sheer detail and complexity of her tattoos. Mythological animals, swirling designs, and intricate patterns covered her skin, showing that tattoos weren’t just practical – they could also be stunning works of art. Her ink proved that thousands of years ago, people weren’t just marking themselves for survival or rank – they were also using tattoos to express themselves, just like we do today.
[image: Ancient Pazyryk tattooed skin showing zoomorphic shoulder designs from the 4th–3rd century BCE.]
Shoulder tattoo of the warrior "chief" excavated at Pazyryk, with zoomorphic symbols, 4th-3rd century BCE
Meanwhile, in ancient China, tattooing often carried a dual identity. On one hand, it was a mark of criminality or punishment. On the other, certain ethnic minorities like the Dulong and Li people used intricate tattoos for beauty, protection, and cultural storytelling. These traditional tattoos – often applied with bone or thorn tools – were deeply spiritual and passed from generation to generation. But China’s dominant Confucian philosophy emphasized the sanctity of the body as a gift from one’s parents, not to be altered. This created a lasting tension: tattooing was both revered in indigenous traditions and reviled by the mainstream. And speaking of punishment: some dynasties used tattoos to brand criminals with permanent marks of shame. The most infamous? Tattooing the character for “criminal” or “slave” on the face, a brutal public sentence etched into skin for life.
The Romans took this a step further. They would tattoo the word "FUGITIVUS" – meaning "runaway" – on the foreheads of escaped slaves and criminals. These weren’t artistic flourishes. They were permanent branding tools, meant to humiliate and control. Tattoos in this context were pure stigma, a reminder that ink wasn’t always rebellion or self-expression – it was control, punishment, and shame.
Across the seas in the South Pacific, the Māori people of New Zealand were making tattooing into something transcendent. Their tā moko – carved, not inked – wasn’t just decoration. It was biography. Every swirl, every pattern told a story: genealogy, achievements, rank. For Māori warriors, the face was a sacred canvas. These weren’t just tattoos. They were marks of mana, carrying weight, honor, and power. Receiving a tā moko was a rite of passage, and the pain was part of the meaning.
[image: Two photos: a Māori chief with traditional facial tā moko, and a Myanmar man with full-leg rite-of-passage tattoos.]
Left: Hori Ngakapa, Māori chief wearing a traditional facial tattoo (tā moko), carved into the skin to reflect identity, status and ancestry. Right: Young man from Myanmar wearing elaborate leg tattoos - a rite of passage making bravery, maturity or achievement
Further north, Indigenous cultures in the Arctic and Americas were weaving tattooing into survival and identity. Inuit women practiced skin-stitching – a method where soot-dipped thread was literally sewn into the skin – to mark milestones like puberty, marriage, or spiritual passage. Amazonian tribes used thorns, bones, and pigment from native plants to apply patterns that represented tribe, spirit animals, and warrior status. These weren’t just tattoos. They were survival, belief, and belonging etched into flesh.
Exploration and Expansion
Jump to the 16th century. European sailors are sailing around the world, stumbling into new lands and cultures – and getting smacked in the face with tattoo traditions way older and cooler than anything they’d seen before. In places like the South Pacific, China, and Japan, tattoos weren’t just ink. They were deep cultural statements: rites of passage, spiritual armor, marks of social status.
[image: Engraving of a Pacific Island warrior with full-body tattoos beside traditional tattooing tools from Tonga.]
Left: Early European engraving of a heavily tattoed warrior from the Pacific Islands wearing full-body ceremonial markings. Right: Traditional tattoo tools from the Friendship Islands, Tonga
Naturally, the sailors wanted in. They started getting tattooed as souvenirs of their journeys – proof that they'd seen wild places and survived the ride. Tattoos became their living passport, a badge of grit and adventure.
The Māori, again, had a major influence here. European sailors who encountered Māori warriors were stunned by the complexity and depth of tā moko. Some even got themselves tattooed as a kind of tribute or cultural souvenir (often poorly imitated). It sparked a fascination with Polynesian body art that spread across the West.
Then in 1777, the word "tattoo" officially entered the English language. It wasn’t just sailor slang anymore. It became real vocabulary in the dictionary. But despite the new dictionary cred, tattoos still lived on the fringes. Ink was for the outcasts, the rebels, the weirdos. Which, let's be honest, made it cooler.
Tattooing Gets a Power-Up
Before 1891, getting a tattoo was basically signing up for a slow-motion stab session – slow, brutal, and about as hygienic as licking a subway pole. Artists used hand-poke methods, jabbing pigment into the skin with all the grace of a woodpecker on espresso. It was tedious and painful. If you wanted a full piece, you needed time, pain tolerance, and a strong stomach – plus maybe a tetanus shot.
Enter Samuel O’Reilly, a New York artist with a knack for invention. The guy looked at the messy, slow process and thought, “There’s got to be a better way.” Around the same time, Thomas Edison had invented an electric pen meant for duplicating documents. It buzzed, it moved fast, and most importantly – it had potential. O’Reilly saw that, hacked it, and in 1891 gave the world the first electric tattoo machine. What he really solved was efficiency: O'Reilly's machine made things faster, more precise, and way less like medieval torture. This wasn't just an upgrade – it was the birth of modern tattooing. Artists could now work cleaner, safer, and with way more detail. The art form took a massive leap forward.
[image: Three images: O’Reilly’s 1891 electric tattoo machine patent, Edison’s electric pen setup, and a portrait of O’Reilly.]
Left: Samuel O'Reilly's 1891 patent drawing for the first electric tattoo machine, based on Edison's earlier invention. Top Right: Thomas Edison's electric pen, originally designed for duplicating documents - it became the inspiration for the tattoo machine. Bottom Right: Samuel F. O'Reilly (1854-1909), the tattoo artist who adapted Edison's design and patented the first electric tattoo machine
Japanese Influence
Meanwhile, halfway across the world, Japanese tattooing was doing its own thing – and doing it big. This wasn’t just ink; it was storytelling on skin, with roots stretching back centuries. By the late 1800s, around the same time O’Reilly was electrifying the Western tattoo game, Japan had already developed a deeply intricate tattoo culture known as irezumi. Bold lines. Rich symbolism. Mythological creatures like dragons and koi fish that didn’t just look cool but meant something – power, transformation, protection. They were identity, heritage, art.
[image: Historic photo of a man with a full-back Japanese irezumi tattoo featuring bold mythological imagery.]
Photograph by Kusakabe Kimbei of a man with a full-back Japanese irezumi tattoo, featuring bold lines and mythological imagery rooted in Edo-period woodblock art (1870s-1890s)
Even though tattooing was banned in Japan during the Meiji era (starting in 1872), the art form didn’t die – it just went underground. Skilled artists kept the tradition alive in secret, and Westerners traveling to Japan got a taste of something they’d never seen before. One of those travelers? Tsar Nicholas II of Russia, who in 1891 – yep, the same year O’Reilly patented his machine – had a dragon tattooed on his arm by a Japanese artist while visiting the East. When royalty starts rocking dragons, you know something big is happening.
By the 1920s, Japanese tattooing had begun to leave its mark on Western artists. Its influence reshaped how the West approached composition, flow, and storytelling in body art. Full-body suits, sleeve work, large narrative scenes – these ideas came straight from irezumi. The precision, depth, and cultural weight of Japanese tattooing brought a level of respectability and finesse that still shapes modern tattooing today.
Tattooing’s Underground Era
From the 1920s to the 1960s, tattooing lived in the shadows. It was gritty, raw, and definitely not something you put on a resume. Tattoos were the domain of outlaws, bikers, gangsters, and circus performers. They weren’t about beauty or expression. They were about toughness and attitude. If you were inked, you probably had a story – and it probably involved a bar fight or two. This was the era where tattooing was dangerous, dirty, and undeniably cool. The art form was still seen as something exotic, outlaw, and a little bit dangerous, almost like the tattoo itself was a badge of defiance against a more conservative society.
In fact, tattooing has always had a bit of a dark side, especially when it comes to spreading diseases like hepatitis and HIV. Back in the day, tattooing wasn’t the sterile, regulated process it is today. Hell, in some places (prisons for example), it was a free-for-all with unclean needles and shared equipment, making it a perfect storm for bloodborne diseases to spread.
Think about the 1980s HIV/AIDS epidemic – tattoos were definitely part of the equation. Studies from the time show that a surprising number of people with HIV had tattoos, and the unsanitary practices in certain circles didn’t help matters. Back then, hygiene wasn’t exactly a priority. In fact, people who got tattoos in sketchy, unregulated environments were at a much higher risk for catching hepatitis C, with one study showing tattooed folks were four times more likely to test positive for it than those who went to licensed studios.
Fast forward to today, and tattoos are way safer – thankfully. Proper sterilization, single-use needles, and strict health standards have become the norm. But it wasn’t always this way. The tattoo industry has a history of spreading more than just ink, and that history should remind us of how important hygiene and proper practices are.
Tattoos Go Mainstream
By the '70s, things started to shift. Street shops started popping up in cities around the world. Artists began pushing custom work. Styles exploded – Japanese, fine-line, black and grey, traditional Americana. Tattoos weren’t just about rebellion anymore. They were about you. Your story. Your identity. Ink became personal.
And by the time the '90s hit? Tattoos were no longer just for sailors and outlaws. The stigma was crumbling. Celebrities were showing off tattoos. Musicians, athletes, even actors on primetime TV. The art form evolved and the public caught up.
The Titans of the Industry
Tattooing was built, shaped, and pushed forward by thousands of artists who poured their heart, sweat, and entire lives into it. Some were pioneers, others rule-breakers, and many reshaped the craft simply by staying relentlessly committed. There are too many to name in one chapter, but here’s a handful of artists who helped define what this craft is. Learn from what they did… and what they dared to do differently.
Sutherland Macdonald – the guy who made tattoos legit in Victorian England. In the 1880s, Macdonald dabbled in tattooing while serving in the British Army, but quickly turned it into a full-time gig. By 1889, he opened his own studio inside the Hamam Turkish Baths in London. Tattoos were so fringe back then that the Post Office Directory had to invent a professional category just to list him. That’s how the term "tattooist" was born. He was the only one in the book for four years.
[image: Three photos: Sutherland Macdonald and two clients displaying his early detailed chest tattoos.]
Left to Right: Sutherland Macdonald (1860-1942), one of the first professional tattoists in Britain, shown alongside two examples of his finely detailed work
But Macdonald wasn’t some back-alley ink slinger. He tattooed royalty. Literally. Queen Victoria’s sons, the King of Norway, and a bunch of other rich dudes were lining up for his work. With that kind of clientele, tattoos went from sailor scrawl to high-society fashion. Macdonald was refining shading techniques, pushing the limits of the craft, and even built his own electric machine before most people knew those were a thing. The guy wasn’t just ahead of his time. He made the time.
Then you’ve got Norman "Sailor Jerry" Collins – the rebel genius who transformed American tattooing from scrappy street art into bold, badass Americana. From his shop in Honolulu, he tattooed soldiers, sailors, and anyone looking for a piece of grit and glory. Pin-up girls, anchors, eagles – his style was iconic. But he didn’t just stick to the surface. He made his own ink, built his own machines, and helped tattooing evolve from basic flash to full-blown storytelling.
[image: Two photos: a heavily tattooed early 20th-century sailor and a WWII sailor receiving a new tattoo on his arm.]
Left: Heavily tattooed man 'Sailor Bill', wearing classic early 20th-century Western tattoo motifs - bold, patriotic and pin-up (photograph by R. Wolfe - Sydney, 1939). Right: A sailor receiving a fresh tattoo aboard the USS New Jersey, 1944 - a common rite of passage during wartime and deployment
And we can't forget Maud Wagner. At a time when the tattoo industry – and pretty much everything else – was dominated by men, Maud made her mark. Literally. In the early 1900s, she became the first known female tattooist in the U.S., learning the craft from her husband, Gus. The two were a powerhouse duo, traveling the carnival circuit and tattooing by hand using the traditional stick-and-poke method, even as electric machines were gaining popularity.
[image: Early 1900s photo of Maud and Gus Wagner tattooing clients, showing a famous American tattoo duo at work.]
Maud and Gus Wagner, Famous American tattoo couple at work (cca 1910)
But Maud wasn’t just tagging along – she was breaking barriers. She tattooed herself to master the technique, built her own clientele, and showed that women had every right to ink and be inked. She carved out a space in a male-led world, not by asking for permission but by showing up with skill, grit, and a needle in hand. Her legacy wasn’t just skin-deep – it was a statement: women belong in tattooing, not in the background, but front and center.
[image: Portrait of Maud Stevens Wagner, early American tattoo artist and fully tattooed circus performer.]
Maud Stevens Wagner (1877-1961), one of the first known female tattoo artists in the U.S., and a fully tattooed performer in circus sideshows
Lyle Tuttle – who was helping push tattoos into the mainstream in the '60s and '70s. He tattooed Janis Joplin, Cher, and basically became the face of tattooing in America. He talked to the media, pushed for public acceptance, and helped reframe tattooing as art, not just rebellion.
And of course, Don Ed Hardy – who bridged the old-school tattoo tradition with the fine art world in the '70s and '80s. An artist with formal training in both tattooing and art, Hardy became a pivotal figure in shaping tattooing as a legitimate art form. By the 1980s, he had opened his own studio in San Francisco and began collaborating with other artists to push the boundaries of what tattoo art could be. Through his fine-art tattoos, Hardy helped create the foundation for the modern tattoo boom, making tattooing not just a subculture, but a respected art movement. By the late '80s and early '90s, his fame grew exponentially, with his designs being featured in galleries and his style influencing a new wave of tattoo artists around the globe. Hardy's work wasn’t just about the ink – it was about creating pieces of art that transcended skin, changing the way people viewed tattoos forever.
There were others, many to list, but yet again – that would merit it's own book. For the purposes of becoming a beginner "tattoist" you know enough. Learn the legends, research them in your own time. 
Welcome to the New Era
From the 2000s on, tattooing went supernova. Wireless tech dropped, and suddenly the whole industry leveled up. Many argue over which company dropped the first wireless pen-style tattoo machine. And I don't think it matters. But it was everything a tattooist could dream of - smooth, quiet, versatile and lightweight – it wasn’t just a new tool, it was a revolution. Rotary machines had been around for decades, but with this invention tattooing stopped sounding like a jackhammer and started feeling like art. That pen-style device brought control, comfort, and finesse into the artist’s hand – and just like that, the old-school coil guns had real competition.
And then? Game on.
Tattoo machines kept evolving – cords vanished, batteries got stronger, and machines got smarter. The switch to wireless meant no more tangled cords or awkward angles. Artists were free to move, pivot, stretch – tattooing became fluid. Coil machines still hit hard and heavy for bold lines, but rotary pens became the go-to for clean shading, delicate detail, and photo-realistic wizardry. Some pens even got so ergonomic and whisper-quiet, it was like drawing with a stylus instead of jabbing skin with steel.
And as the tools got better, so did the art. Tattooers weren’t just marking skin – they were pushing boundaries. Traditional flash? Still kicking. But now we’ve got hyperrealism, glitch tattoos, blackout work, bio-mech, watercolor, stippling, pointillism – stuff no one even dreamed of thirty years ago. Digital tablets, AI-assisted design, 3D-style illusions, even talk of AR-guided layouts. Tattooing broke out of the underground and straight into art galleries, fashion editorials, and boardrooms. Your grandma’s got ink now. Your CEO probably does too.
Tattooing stopped being just rebellion. It became identity. Expression. Art. Whether it’s a tribute, a memory, a flex, or just because it looks damn cool – ink became storytelling. And yeah, the machines changed. The gear got slick. But that ancient urge to mark our story in skin? Still here. Still primal. Stronger than ever.

What This Means for You
So why does all this matter if you're just starting out? Because tattooing isn’t just about ink. It’s about legacy. It’s about joining a lineage of warriors, rebels, artists, and outcasts who used skin as a canvas for meaning. History shows us that tattooing has always been more than a trend – it’s communication, identity, and transformation.
Takeaways for new tattoo artists: Tattooing is rooted in storytelling – honor that in your work. It’s always walked the line between art and rebellion – you’re carrying that tension every time you pick up the machine. It’s evolved because artists pushed boundaries – don’t be afraid to do the same.
Rule #1: Respect the Craft. (Tattoo this rule into your brain before you tattoo anything else.)
This chapter isn’t just about what happened. It’s a mirror for where we’re going. Our machines might be quieter now. Our lines – cleaner. But the reason we’re here, holding that machine, making marks that matter – is the same as it’s always been. So study the past. Learn the craft. Then go make your own mark.
Because now it’s your turn. What kind of tattoos are you drawn to? What kind of work do you want to be known for? This next section is all about the styles you'll see (and maybe one day master). Let’s dive into the wild, sometimes weird and always personal world of tattoo styles.

Tattoo Styles 
A Crash Course Before You Pick Your Religion – The tattoo world is overflowing with styles. Some are classic, some are edgy, and some are just plain weird for the sake of being weird. Like pizza toppings or music genres, everyone has favorites – and everyone thinks their taste is better than yours.
But here’s the thing: if you want to actually survive (and thrive) in this industry, you have to know your styles. Not just so you can rattle off names like a human flash card set, but so you can figure out what you want to focus on, and so you know what your clients are talking about when they come in asking for “a realistic minimal blackwork sleeve with watercolor touches and, like, a dash of neo-trad?” Yeah. Good luck with that if you haven’t done your homework.
We’re not here to break down every microscopic micro-style (if we did, this chapter would be longer
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[image: Grid of twenty rose illustrations showing how the same motif looks across different tattoo styles.]
20 variations of the classic rose motif in different tattoo styles

Chapter Summary: What Is Tattooing?
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