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Hey there, 

“Music saved my life.” 

We’ve all heard some form of the above sentiment so often 
that dismissing it as cliché has become a cliché in itself. 
I grew up in the punk scene and it got to the point where 
every time I heard a friend of mine opine about how punk 
rock saved their life, I rolled my eyes so hard it was audible. 

Yet, like so many during the past year, I couldn’t help but 
see nuggets of truth in the cliché. As I’ve been struggling 
to deal with *gestures wildly* all of this, music has been 
my salvation. I throw on a guilty pleasure—like “Yahhh!” by 
Soulja Boy—when I need a pick-me-up. I listen to some 
soul, almost always Sam Cooke,  when I need to unplug and 
relax. And when I just want to scream, I put on Get Dead’s 
“Dancing with the Curse” at maximum volume. 

So, as much as I hate to admit it, music kind of saved my life 
this year. Or, at the very least, it helped me maintain a shred 
of sanity. Sorry for all of the eyerolls.

This is a lengthy preamble to introduce our 2021 Music 
Issue. It doesn’t matter if your tastes skew towards rock, 
hip-hop, metal, Cumbia or the suddenly resurgent pop-punk, 
you’ll find something to love in this issue. 

For our cover feature, Christina Lee spoke with the 
enigmatic Playboi Carti as he sat in a tattoo shop pondering 
which Lil Wayne portrait to get tattooed on his arm. The 
punk-loving hip-hop star reminisced about getting rowdy 
at basement shows and how he was influenced by the 
almighty MF DOOM.

We also asked the metal-loving tattoo artist Alisha Gory to 
put on her sickest Iron Maiden tee and pose for a stunning 
photo spread. In between shots she shared how she 
became a metalhead. 

Multi-faceted entertainer Nick Cannon came through Inked 
NYC to realign his personal compass by getting an intricate 
tattoo across his neck and chest. In our feature, Cannon 
shares his life story—from his earliest rap when he was 8 
to the PhD he’s busting his ass to obtain today—in his own 
words. 

Like tattoos, music is a common ground that connects us 
all. When we’re lost, a song can inspire us. When we’re 
dejected, the right album can soothe us. When we’re 
celebrating a victory, the perfect trash can push us into 
ecstasy. 

What do I love about music? To steal the line from Russell 
Hammond in “Almost Famous,” to begin with… everything. 

-  Charlie Connell, Editor In Chief
editor@inkedmag.com 
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WRITE US. GOT SOMETHING TO SAY? SEND ALL PRAISE, COMPLAINTS, STORY SUGGESTIONS AND 
OTHER COMMENTS TO LETTERS@INKEDMAG.COM. ALL SUBMISSIONS SHOULD INCLUDE THE WRITER’S 
NAME AND ADDRESS. LETTERS MAY BE EDITED FOR CLARITY, LENGTH AND CONTENT. ALSO JOIN THE 
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TATTOO BY @OSCARMOONTATTOOS  Want to be a Tattoo of the Month? E-mail your ink to editor@inkedmag.com
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REBECCA BLACK

Kimberly Corman— «Rebecca Black is back! Loved learning about her story 
and I can›t believe she has tattoos now, so wild.» 

TIM HOWARD

Wendy Christensen— «Tim Howard is a legend, an icon and honestly, too good for this world.»

RICO NASTY

Sam Lawton— “Rico›s new album is on my 24/7 playlist.»

Israel Adesanya
"This cover was a KNOCKOUT! Israel Adesanya is an absolute legend and is literally taking over the UFC. I loved getting to learn about his incredible 
tattoo collection and I love seeing professional athletes with amazing tattoos. It's Adesanya against the world and I can't wait to see what he does 
next."—Alex Browning—Queens, NY
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TikTok has taken over 
to the point that it has 
invaded every other 
social media platform. 
You may have even 
have one! This tee by 
Dirty Shirty combines 
the app with one of 
the things we know 
you love, juicy booties. 
The preshrunk fabric 
is designed to hug 
your curves in all the 
right places.

Remember the talking 
toilet from that one ep-
isode of “Bob’s Burg-
ers?” Well, that toilet just 
crapped its pants. The 
WaterThrone will have 
you saying, “I need that 
toilet!” without a hint of 
distress for the first time 
in your life. WaterThrone 
offers many luxurious 
features, including a rim-
less design, hands-free 
connective speakers, a 
built in LED system and a 
completely customizable 
design. Oh yeah, it can 
also answer your phone 
calls. Talk about a royal 
flush.

The Disney + miniseries "The Falcon and The 
Winter Soldier" focuses on Sam Wilson and 
Bucky Barnes as they team up for a worldwide ad-
venture that puts their survival skills and patience 
to the test. Returning are Sharon Carter and Bar-
on Zemo from “Captain America: Civil War.” “The 
Falcon and The Winter Soldier” will satisfy any 
Marvel fan who can’t get enough of their favorite 
superheroes in action and get a glimpse of what’s 
to come to the MCU.

Super Friends

Skella Cool

Thicc Tok 

C U LT U R E
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The former Twitch turned YouTube 
streamer, Dr. DisRespect takes 
viewers behind the scenes in his 
highly anticipated memoir, “Violence. 
Speed. Momentum.” No stranger 
to controversy on any platform, this 
book is destined to be an entertain-
ing and engaging insight into Dr. 
DisRespect’s career, as he allows 
readers to learn his deepest and 
darkest secrets, as well as reveal 
once-and-for-all what he’s a doctor 

Bring Us to Life
With their first album of all-new material 
since 2011, Evanescence’s “The Bitter 
Truth” is here to remind fans the ground-
breaking nu-metal band is still rocking hard. 
Lead singles “Use My Voice” and “Wasted 
on You” prove Amy Lee’s stunning vocals 
are as memorizing and haunting as ever.

We thought we’d seen it all, then 
wham bam, the Stündenglass Gravity 
Hookah blew our minds. This hookah 
is designed for versatility and can be 

connected to a variety of smoking 
vaporizers. The 360° rotating glass is 
designed to generate kinetic motion 

activation via cascading water dis-
placement, opposing airflow technolo-
gy and the natural force of gravity. This 
hookah promises a smooth vapor every 

time and comes in a fresh to death 
design that would have Wonderland’s 

Caterpillar feeling envious.

Defying Gravity

 Hello, Doc





THE INKED PLAYLIST
B Y  A L I S H A  G O R Y

We all know Alisha Gory loves her heavy metal, but her go-to 
playlist of songs covers all genres.

Eyehategod
“Dixie Whiskey”

This is something I used to love as a teenager 
because it’s super angry.

DJ Khaled ft. Drake
“POPSTAR”

This song kept me going through 2020.

Mötley Crüe
“Kickstart My Heart” 

It gets me amped, it’s such a fun song.

Bob Marley
“Jamming” 

It’s such a happy song and it makes it such a 
good time when you’re tattooing.

Bad Bunny
“Vete”

I don’t know what he’s talking about, but I 
like it.

Plasmatics
“Rock N Roll”

Wendy O is fucking badass.

Nine Inch Nails
“Terrible Lie” 

I have so many favorite Nine Inch Nail songs, 
this is just one of them.

Metallica
“Seek & Destroy”

This has always been one of my favorite 
songs. It’s so hard.

Travis Scott ft. Young Thug and M.I.A.
“FRANCHISE” 

The beat is made to turn up to.

Endless Fun 
While we can’t promise the PS5 will be in 
stock when “Returnal” comes out, this sci-fi 
thriller exclusive to the console is sure to 
be a hit. Playing as Selene, an intergalactic 
explorer stuck in a time loop, players will 
fight against extraterrestrial threats as they 
attempt to escape the death cycle, gaining 

new skills with every restart. With state-
of-the-art design, the impressive graphics 
are bound to have players coming back. 
similar presence to “Edge of Tomorrow” and 
“Groundhogs Day,” the game will provide 
players with endless hours of gameplay.

After many delays due to the Coronavirus 
pandemic, director Matthew Vaughn is 
finally back with the latest installment in 
the “Kingsman” film series. Starring Ralph 
Fiennes, “The King’s Man” will focus on the 
beginnings of the famous spy agency in the 
early 1900s as they are in a race against 
time trying to stop history’s worst tyrants 
from killing millions.

Manners Ma-
keth the Man
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zamora

spotlight

I n s t a g r a m:  @ m o n i c a z a m o r a o f f i c i a l

p h o t o s  b y  d u s t i n  g e n e r e u x 

Ozzy Osbourne may be the Prince of Darkness, but Monica Zamora 
is the princess. This tattoo model is a lover of metal music to the core, 

with industrial metal, heavy metal and metalcore among her favorite 
subgenres. Watch out boys, this beauty bites back.

Monica





MONICA ZAMORA’S ALL-TIME 

FAVORITE ALBUMS

“PRESSURE” BY WAGE WAR

“MOTHER” BY IN THIS MOMENT

“WHITE NOISE” BY PVRIS

“THAT’S THE SPIRIT” BY BRING ME THE HORIZON

“METAWAR” BY 3TEETH

MONICA ZAMORA’S GO-TO SONG

“STILL LOVING YOU” BY SCORPIONS





PAINTING 
Alternating between tattooing, tagging and painting, Keaps is taking the ancient art 

of calligraphy into the 21st century. 
b y  j o n n y  w a t s o n

THE STREETS
Calligraphy, not unlike tattooing, is an art form that 
traces its roots to myriad cultures, each with their 
own rules and practices. The allure of calligraphy is 
in the way it takes something mundane, the written 
word, and transforms it into something beautiful. 
What was once thought to be a fancy form of writing 
seen mostly in medieval books and on wedding 
invitations has blown up in the last couple of years, 
making its way into graffiti and tattoos. One of the 
artists who is driving that revolution is Keaps. We 
spoke with the multi-talented creator about his love 
of calligraphy, tagging walls and more. 

When did you first fall in love with art? The earliest and 
most solid memory of me falling for art was when I 
drew dinosaurs in elementary school. My best friend 
and a couple other kids also drew them and we had 
fun sharing them between each other.

What was your entry into calligraphy? The entry was at 
various stages, I would say. I first became interested 
around the age of 12 and I had a calligraphy pen. 

Nothing much happened from that because I lost 
interest quickly after a couple of sketches. Later 
in life I got in trouble, did some time and really 
drew a lot in there. I was making letter designs for 
people who wanted to get them tattooed. The two 
most popular themes were Old English font and 
thin cursive. I would have to add my touch to make 
them more original. Later, I really got into making 
calligraphy the classic way with a brush, and after 
that I haven’t stopped. I’m totally obsessed.

Can you walk us through the thought process you go 

through while designing a piece? I first figure out the 
layout I want to follow. It can be an animal, letter or 
shape. I start laying down some parallel strokes, 
which is something I’ve been doing for a while and 
it distinguishes my style. Then I start building with 
different strokes and tones of color, almost like a 
painting but doing it in distinctive calligraphy strokes. 
At the end, I drop shadow and give some depth to 
certain parts. It’s a process that makes me figure 
things out as I go.
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How do you find the balance between legibility and artistic 

flourishes? The balance is an eye thing that comes out 
of artistic intuition, I don’t really know how to explain it. 
Sometimes there’s a design that looks crazy in strokes 
but they are measured in a way, they are not just thrown 
on there for no reason. There’s some repetition—
curves and straight lines as puzzle pieces. It’s a matter 
of what fits and what doesn’t.

As you work between many different mediums including 

paintings, graffiti and tattoos, is it difficult to adapt your 

style across mediums? Most of the calligraphy strokes 
are the same in a sense, the technique is what changes 
the most. I think it is universal and the proof is there, 
the ability to switch in between mediums is what 
proves talent. I have a certain way of going for each 
one; they all have different applications, and that also 
brings style to each medium.

If you had to choose to work in only one medium, which 

one would it be and why? OK, that’s hard... Maybe 
canvas painting is the most intermediate of the three, 
so I would ride with that. You can work with any size, 
you have 100 percent artistic freedom, and most styles 
are applicable.

Street art has always intrigued us because of the way 

it can be added on to or desecrated by other artists and 

taggers. Is this something you think about when creating 

and/or placing a piece? Well, I’m not much of a muralist. 
I would consider myself more of a tagger so I don’t 
really have those types of problems. And when I do a 
brush calligraphy tag, I go big so any other small tags 
don’t really matter. And a painting, well, no one touches 
it at all.

Do you use programs like Procreate to do your designs? 

Has technology changed the way you design over the 

years? Yes, using Procreate is staying up with the 
times. It’s a great tool, has many features, is really 
compact and gives you something else to dominate. 
I mostly design by hand then jump on Procreate to 
clean it up, but little by little I’m discovering more of its 
technological potential. I was against it for a while but 
I had to open up to it because it really helps in many 
ways.

Are there certain words you’ll never get sick of creating? 

Or do you try and change it up all the time? I don’t really 
get sick of any, except maybe my name if I tag it a lot 
in one style. That’s why I have different forms for it so 
that won’t happen. Clients always want different stuff 
so that guides me into a variety of different words and 
combinations of words, plus the composition of each 
letter with other letters makes it even more interesting.

What are some of your plans for the future? There are 
two plans I’m looking forward to. One is a graffiti/
tagging video that shows calligraphy, or calligraffiti, 
works on the street. Strictly illegal. The other one is the 
online shop/gallery where originals and prints of my 
work can be bought. I don’t really like talking about my 
plans, I’d rather be doing them then presenting them to 
the public.









The year 2020 was set to be a highlight reel for 
pop-punk darlings Dashboard Confessional. After 
two decades together, bolstered by seven studio 
albums and hit singles like “Screaming Infidelities,” 
“Hands Down” and “Vindicated,” lead singer Chris 
Carrabba and the band were on the first leg of a 
tour celebrating the band’s 20th anniversary when 
the coronavirus pandemic hit, shuttering venues, 
and effectively, the entire world in its wake.
 
“It was a drag to be pulled off the tour we were on,” 
Carrabba says over Zoom, a stark reminder of soci-
ety’s perpetual state. “We were having a moment of 
real connection with that audience that has largely 
been with us the whole time. It was kind of lovely.”
 
Back home in Tennessee with his family, Carrabba 
tried to keep hold of that connection in the early 
days of the pandemic, performing for fans via lives-
treams in an attempt to connect “in a smaller way.” 
But that all came to an abrupt end in June. While 
taking a turn outside of Nashville on his motorcycle, 
he hit debris left by a car during a crash hours ear-
lier, hydroplaning before he was launched through 
the air and into a ditch, watching helplessly as his 
motorcycle landed on top of him.
 
“I didn’t really feel any trauma in the accident,” 
Carraba says, looking away. “And I didn’t feel any 
trauma in the ambulance. It all seemed like a broken 
rib or something. It wasn’t until the surgeries that I 
really understood.”
 
The reality was far harsher. Carrabba had broken 
both of his shoulders, completely severing his 
biceps and triceps on both sides in the process. 
“This team of doctors and surgeons were elaborate 
in making sure I knew what I was facing,” he says, 
“and it was the concern I could see on their faces, 
and I’m thinking to myself, ‘They see this every 
day and they seem awfully concerned about the 
severity.’”

It was hardly a concern of his at the time, but the 
intricate ink that outlines a majority of his body 
also suffered in the accident. “I have a full sleeve 
on one arm and one [on the other] that has an 
intentional gap,” he says, motioning to his arms, 
currently obscured by a sweatshirt but covered in 
traditional Japanese ink of contrasting koi fish on 
each side. “The scar on the right side is in the tattoo 
and is really visible. But it just so happens that he 
[the surgeon] was able to go in that gap on the left 
side where I have the little gap of nothing tattooed 
there.”
 
He isn’t afraid to tattoo over them, potentially, but he 
knows inking over scar tissue can be tricky. When 
he was younger, he had a large scar on his elbow 
tattooed, an already sensitive area that spited him 
by swelling and holding a fever for a few days. Still, 
it had been nothing compared to his first tattoo 
experience.
 
At the age of 16, Carrabba’s friend, who he de-
scribes as having been “a good artist for a 16-year-
old,” had acquired his own machine. Desperate to 
get tattooed before turning legal age, Carrabba 
was his guinea pig. With a bucket placed under his 
hanging arm to catch the blood trickling down from 
the aggressive force his friend was pressing down, 
chewing up his skin, Carrabba emerged with “an 
arm band, kind of,” that was eventually abandoned. 
It got infected, and his mother discovered it after 
noticing blood stains peeping through his shirt. 
She was angry, to put it mildly, and sent him to the 
doctor where he received a second scolding. These 
days she doesn’t mind his tattoos, but “she’s still 
pissed” about the first one. 
 
The pain of his tattooed dalliances in his youth 
weren’t even on the same level of the extensive 
rehabilitation Carrabba was looking at in June. 
“I lost the ability to play guitar when my muscles 
were severed and re-draped on there, so I had to 

relearn,” he says. “My strength is coming back to 
a certain degree, it’s just incredible how muscle 
atrophy goes.
 
“Of all the things I’ve gone through with this pro-
cess, in any other circumstance I would have turned 
to music, and that was gone,” Carrabba continues. 
“I had just completely lost the ability, and it didn’t 
seem temporary. So that got me in a dark spot. 
Forget that it’s my livelihood, [music] is my passion 
and the thing that I funnel all of my life experiences 
through.”
 
When he could finally turn back to his guitar, it 
wasn’t as seamless as it once was. The two metal 
plates and 26 screws took a toll on him, and when 
he first tried singing again, he found he couldn’t 
get his voice to resonate correctly or find its pitch, 
things that had once felt second nature.
 
Over the last eight months, he’s worked from three 
minutes to 10 minutes, and from 10 minutes to 
hours a day. “I think I’m almost as good as I was, 
and I think one day it will be as easy as it was,” he 
says. “I feel really hopeful for the quality of life I’ll 
recover with. And I’m excited about that because for 
a while there it was nebulous. I didn’t know what it 
was going to be.”
 
He hopes these experiences will carry over into 
his music. In true pandemic fashion, he tweeted, 
“I’ve finally hit that point where being trapped in my 
house and trapped in a broken body is either going 
to make me write the best music of my life or cut 
bangs,” Carrabba laughs. “They’re in a dead heat. 
I’m hoping it’s songs, I don’t want bangs at all.”
 
In the present, Carrabba is focused on healing, 
writing and doing something that’s been lost on 
many through the pandemic: enjoying the purpose 
and time he’s been given.

b y   j e n n a  r o m a i n e
p h o t o s  b y  l u p e  b u s t o s

DASHBOARD
CONFESSIONAL



Since the dawn of rock, music and fashion have 
walked hand-in-hand. The Sex Pistols had Vivienne 
Westwood. Madonna had Jean Paul Gaultier. Lady 
Gaga had Alexander McQueen. Blogger Sammi 
Jefcoate fell in love with fashion after becoming 
involved in the alternative music scene, with bands 
like Nine Inch Nails and Nirvana pushing her to 
march to the beat of her own drum. “Music influ-
enced me profoundly and everything started there,” 
Jefcoate says. “I felt like this entire, incredible world 
had been hidden from me and all I wanted to do 
was to wear black lipstick and killer boots every day. 
Roman Catholic school wasn’t so into this.” 

Jefcoate was smitten with the “no rules” mantra 
of alternative rock and her love for style soon 
flourished. She began documenting her style while 
still in high school and a blogging career shortly 
materialized. “My best mate Jess and I used to take 
pictures everywhere, our cameras didn’t leave our 
sides,” Jefcoate recalls. “We were very much in a 
mindset of doing whatever the hell we wanted, with 
no care for what our classmates were into. It was 
pure joy.” 

When Instagram came along, Jefcoate was 
intrigued by the ambiguity it offered and took 
the opportunity to showcase a different side of 
herself through the lens of her camera. She began 
approaching her page like an artist, taking the time 
to create the perfect photo, and before long, her 
following grew. “I thought nothing of living a blogger 

lifestyle,” says Jefcoate. “I truly had no idea about 
that world. It wasn’t even a thought, let alone a 
goal.” As she gained more popularity through pub-
lishing brief snapshots of her life, she slowly began 
unveiling more of herself to the world, showcasing 
her affinity for style. 

Now, there’s no denying that she’s a part of the 
fashion blogging world, as her carefully curated 
outfit-of-the day posts have attracted an impressive 
1 million followers. While she’s now in the public 
eye and has captured the attention of major fashion 
houses like Yves Saint Laurent, she’s still an alterna-
tive girl through and through. “I will always be drawn 
to black, black and more black,” she says. “In my 
eyes, an all-black outfit can be completely elevated 
and transformed if you’re mixing textures—think 
black latex skirt meets black silk shirt meets black 
leather boots.” 

Jefcoate is known for combining high-end designer 
pieces with her favorite band tees. She began col-
lecting t-shirts from her favorite metal and grunge 
groups during her teen years; these days she’s 
captivated by the thrill of the hunt. “You may not be 
finding many Nirvana ‘Heart Shaped Box’ tees for 
99 cents anymore,” says Jefcoate, “but there are 
still some hidden gems out there.” A classic Nirvana 
t-shirt is a timeless piece for Jefcoate and she 
gravitates toward pieces she can wear again and 
again, even if that means paying a few extra bucks. 
“I invest in items that make me want to get dressed 

every day,” she says. “They may cost more, but I’d 
rather have one perfectly cut black blazer than 10 
black blazers from Zara.”

While styles come and go, Jefcoate has learned 
that accessories have more longevity and jewelry is 
now an integral part of her style. She doesn’t leave 
the house without a stack of her favorite bracelets, 
admitting begrudgingly that they only come off for 
airport security. One accessory that can’t come off 
her body, even at the airport, is her colorful tattoo 
collection. 

“I was very young when I started getting tattooed. 
Far too young, let’s say,” says Jefcoate. “Everyone 
I looked up to was extremely tattooed. I was abso-
lutely obsessed with how they looked, how it felt so 
damn alternative. I can be quite all or nothing and I 
went down the all route tattoo-wise.” 

There’s often a juxtaposition between Jefcoate’s 
collection of elegant Gucci pieces and her rock ‘n’ 
roll body art, and she takes a similar approach to 
each expression of personal style. “I’ve always been 
drawn to traditional tattoos the most,” says Jefcoate. 
“They’ve always felt classic.” From her classic 
approach to style to her timeless appreciation for 
tattoos, Sammi Jefcoate has a mature understand-
ing of fashion that many take decades to figure out. 
And in the words of Coco Chanel, “Fashion fades, 
only style remains the same.”

SAMMI 
JEFCOATE
b y  d e v o n  p r e s t o n
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Almost 30 years ago, “Seinfeld” aired an episode 
called “The Pilot” where Jerry Seinfeld and George 
Costanza visit NBC to create a pilot about their own 
lives, only to have the project fall apart like a house 
of cards. When comedian Chris Distefano pitched 
his pilot, “Distefano,” he was hoping to emulate the 
real-life Seinfeld, only to end up like his onscreen 
persona. “I thought my career was over, but I real-
ized the pilot not going through was the best thing 
that ever happened to me,” Distefano says. “All of 
the shows they picked up that year got canceled 
after their first season and there’s a good chance 
my pilot would have too. I would have given up the 
rights to my life story for nothing.”

Distefano adapted after the failure of that pilot, 
as well as the eight others he shot for CBS that 
weren’t greenlit. He faced more rejection than 
most people experience in a lifetime, but instead of 
turning away from comedy, he focused on the parts 
of his career he could control. “It motivated me to 
start my YouTube channel, promote my Instagram 
and do TV when it was right,” he says. “At the time, 
it was painful but in hindsight, it was a blessing. 
I was known as Chrissy Pilots and my first show 
that’s been picked up is the one I’m going to do this 
summer—now I’m Chrissy Pickups.” 

Nearly four years have passed since losing the 
pilot, and now Distefano is busier than he’s ever 
been. He’s set to start shooting his new show for 
tru, which has him hosting a series of backyard 
bar-building competitions. On top of that, he’s also 
juggling two podcasts—“Hey Babe” with fellow 

comedian Sal Vulcano and his solo show, “Chrissy 
Chaos.” “With both of my podcasts, I just want you 
to forget about what’s going on in the world for an 
hour,” he says. “It’s about being funny first and my 
podcasts are something I’ll never let slip. Part of the 
reason I’m doing the TV show is to go out to L.A. to 
get content for my podcast and my YouTube chan-
nel—I’m not putting all my eggs in one basket.”

Distefano is booked solid with a television show, 
two podcasts, a YouTube channel, an upcoming 
comedy tour and likely a few other projects we’re 
not privy to. However, at the end of the day his 
biggest job is being a dad. Distefano has a young 
daughter and another on the way, the former never 
failing to keep him grounded in spite of his many 
successes. 

“I did a special for Comedy Central before quar-
antine called ‘Chris Distefano: Size 38 Waist,’” he 
says. “My daughter was 4 at the time and she would 
watch her favorite shows for maybe a minute before 
going to play with her toys. When we put my special 
on for her, she literally sat quietly for the full hour. 
After it finished, she stood up and said, ‘Not funny,’ 
before going to comb her Barbie’s hair. I love this 
kid.” 

Having a family has pushed Distefano to work hard-
er than ever to make it in comedy, but it’s a career 
that’s worth hustling for. Initially, Distefano went 
down a very different route in life and fell in love 
with stand-up while working toward his doctorate in 
physical therapy. “In my head, I knew I didn’t want 

to be a physical therapist. I always wanted to do 
stand-up,” he says. “I became a pediatric physical 
therapist, working with mentally and physically 
handicapped kids, and then I started doing open 
mics at a place called Maui Taco. I was burning the 
candle at both ends—working with the kids from 7 
a.m. to 4 p.m. and then doing open mics for whatev-
er show I could get on until 2 a.m.”

Distefano kept up his double life for three years until 
he got his first major gig performing on the “Late 
Show with David Letterman.” This was the turning 
point that made him realize he needed to put both 
feet into comedy and see what could happen. “My 
family was so mad at me, nobody supported me,” 
he says. “When I was thinking about leaving, I had 
a session with a 6-year-old boy with cerebral palsy. 
We were tossing a ball back and forth when I told 
him I was thinking about leaving physical therapy 
to do stand-up comedy. He was the first person to 
tell me that was great, everyone else was telling me 
how stupid I was.

“He said, ‘Well, isn’t it your dream?’” he continues. 
“I said that it was and he said, ‘Why are you even 
still here?’ This 6-year-old child in a wheelchair had 
the maturity of a 40-year-old and once he co-signed 
it, I said, ‘Alright, I’m leaving.’”

Even with nine failed pilots on his resume, Distefano 
never looked back. It just goes to show that when 
life knocks you down, you stand up and press on to 
the next punchline. 

CHRIS
DISTEFANO

b y  d e v o n  p r e s t o n
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Mario Judah is hip-hop’s bull in the china shop. 
After just a few months of prominence in the rap 
scene, Judah decided to strike up beef with one of 
the biggest artists in the game—Playboi Carti. It’s 
a bold move for a rookie to call out a heavy hitter; 
however, all the feather-ruffling has now placed all 
eyes on the Atlanta-based artist.

Judah, like many longtime Carti fans, greatly antic-
ipated the release of Carti’s second studio album. 
After two long years of waiting, he grew impatient, 
deciding to call Carti out over Instagram live. Judah 
declared to his fans that if Carti didn’t release 
“Whole Lotta Red,” he would do it himself and, in 
a way, he carried through on his word. Judah didn’t 
hack into the mainframe and steal Carti’s unfinished 
album, but he did drop his own EP, aptly titled 
“Whole Lotta Red,” just two weeks before Carti 
dropped his album. Judah announced his presence 
with authority, proving to the world that he doesn’t 
play around and will do what it takes to make a bold 
statement.

“I was genuinely upset he hadn’t dropped the album 
and the whole thing turned into promo,” Judah says. 
“I just listened to a lot of Carti, knew that this was 
something he would make, and I made it. I didn’t 
really want to do it at all, because I prefer listening 
to his music, but he was pissing the world off for not 
dropping it for two years—so I had to do it.”

Judah may be blowing up the rap game right now, 
but his primary influences couldn’t be further from 
the hip-hop world. “My dad got me really into 
metal,” he says. “We listened to a lot of Pantera 

growing up. As I got older, I still listened to Pantera, 
but I also got into Breaking Benjamin, Disturbed, 
Five Finger Death Punch and Avenged Sevenfold.” 

When he started making his own music, Judah had 
an extensive background in both hip-hop and metal 
at his disposal. Instead of picking one or the other, 
he decided to blend the two genres together. He 
certainly wasn’t the first to do this, but Judah does 
so in a way that feels undeniably current. He’s cho-
sen to break all of the rules set before him and has 
approached his career not as a rapper that dabbles 
in metal, but as a true rockstar. 

If he were to truly become a rockstar, Judah knew 
he couldn’t just act the part, he had to look the part. 
This meant popping his tattoo cherry. While visiting 
Miami the perfect opportunity presented itself. Tatu 
Panda, a tattooer whose regular clientele includes 
Jake Paul, Marc Anthony and Lil Pump, saw the 
energy Judah was bringing to hip-hop and wanted 
to be first in line to give this star-on-the-rise his first 
tattoo. 

“I’d been talking about getting tattooed for months, 
so I was like, ‘Fuck it, I’m a rockstar, I’m just going to 
do this shit,’” Judah says of his first tattoo, intention-
ally scratchy lettering across his knuckles reading 
“Rockstar.” “Then after that tattoo, I went straight to 
the face. I fuck with it and I’m going to get a bunch 
of tattoos now.” 

You read that correctly. On the same night Judah 
went under the needle to get his first tattoo, he 
bit the bullet and got his face tattooed as well. He 
didn’t just go for one small piece; instead he scored 

a lucky seven tattoos in one session—including the 
word “Rockstar” below his right eye, the rock ‘n’ 
roll salute below his left and a broken guitar on his 
temple. 

Less than a year ago, Judah was a long way away 
from getting spontaneous face tattoos and stirring 
up the music industry. He’d been trying to make it 
as a producer for years, but the career he wanted 
never panned out. “I didn’t go into music trying to 
be an artist,” he says. “I was tired of writing hooks 
for rappers who wouldn’t apply themselves, so I 
decided to do it myself. When COVID hit, I got 
depressed and that’s how I started making music.” 
From that day onward, Judah made a commitment 
to give his career 110 percent and now there’s no 
going back. 

Now, instead of writing hooks for rappers, he’s the 
one calling the shots and basking in all the glory. 
His all-or-nothing attitude has paid off beyond just 
a growing legion of diehard fans. “I’m currently 
working on some collabs with a few legendary rock 
bands,” he shares. “Slipknot and System of a Down 
are two of the bands I’m working with right now. 
They both reached out to work with me and that’s 
what’s insane. It’s a blessing to have these genuine 
people around me right now.” 

Mario Judah has proven himself as a rockstar 
through his album, his body art and his presence as 
a powerhouse. After all, being a rockstar isn’t about 
where you come from or what kind of music you 
make, it’s a way of life, and for Judah, a life worth 
living.

MARIO 
JUDAH
b y  d e v o n  p r e s t o n
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Alisha Gory divulges her favorite songs to tattoo 
to, falling in love with Led Zeppelin and the hottest 

man in metal.
b y  d e v o n  p r e s t o n  -   p h o t o s  b y  c h r i s  v o n g s a w a t







38 I NKEDMAG .COM

Metal and tattooing are a match made in heaven and 

Alisha Gory is their love child. Gory fell in love with 

metal as a teenager living in South Korea. Today, 

she’s one of NYC’s hardest rocking tattoo artists. 

And in the immortal words of Wendy O. Williams, this 

femme fatale is “the baddest bitch around.” 

How did you first get into metal? I’ve never been into 
conformity. I grew up listening to John Lennon and Stevie 
Wonder, then my cousin got me into Led Zeppelin and I 
fell in love with classic rock. In a way, I wanted to piss off 
my parents and find some way to release all of my teen-
age angst. You don’t always understand your feelings 
very well when you’re young and you have to find other 
sources to release. Heavy metal made me feel alive.

What are some of the metal tattoos you have on your 

body? I have tattoos for bands like Metallica, Judas 
Priest, The Melvins, Death, Dio, King Diamond, Type O 
Negative, etc. They’re my favorite metal bands and I will 
love their music for the rest of my life.

Which one is your favorite? My King Diamond with the 
burning church.

Who’s the hottest metal singer of all time? Chuck 
Schuldiner from Death. I have a tattoo of his guitar 
piercing through a heart that says “Chuck” on my hip. 
Whenever someone who isn’t into metal sees it, they’re 
like, “Who the fuck is Chuck?”

What’s your favorite metal show that you’ve been to? Ju-
das Priest. But that’s a tough choice because I’ve been 
going to shows for my whole life.

Have you done any metal tattoos for your clients? I’ve 
done a Lenny portrait, a Till Lindemann portrait and a 
Plasmatics piece recently.

Who’s one metal musician, alive or deadv , that you’d love 

to tattoo? Forever Daddy, Rob Halford.







advantage to go and play them,” he continues. “I took 
it upon myself to sit down every day. I was super into 
it, especially because I looked up to my dad so much.” 

When Rook walked out of his classroom to chase 
his destiny, Kelly was making very different music 
than he is today. The role of a drummer for a hip-hop 
group is completely different than in a pop-punk band. 
The up-tempo beats in punk are far different than 
the steadying rhythms of hip-hop, but Rook is more 
than up for the challenge the songs on “Tickets to My 
Downfall” present.

“Our shows were already like rock shows,” he says. 
“So it was just a matter of time before we were just 
going to make that switch, and luckily that switch 
worked out very well. I was always one of those kids 
who was playing different kinds of music growing up. 
I played in church, so I knew church music. I knew 
gospel. I knew rock. I knew rap. I knew country.”

Not only does he know how to play all kinds of music, 
but Rook is an absolute showman while he keeps the 
beat. You can’t help but be mesmerized every time 
he throws one of his sticks 30 feet into the air while 
seamlessly keeping the beat, making it look effortless. 
If amazing feats like that don’t catch your eyes, then 
his tattoos certainly will. 

By this point, Rook is covered with ink. Anchored 
by the chess piece on his neck—we’ll let you guess 
which piece it is—his tattoo collection extends 
down to his fingers. If you pay close attention 
when he holds his arm aloft, spinning a drumstick, 
you’ll notice the “Lace Up” tattoo on his wrist. 

“Everyone who was already in Machine Gun Kelly 
already had these ‘Lace Up’ tattoos in the same 
font and on the same wrist,” he explains. “[My bass 
player and I] were a little fucked up, our album just 
came out, we were having a good ol’ time. We 
wake up early in the morning from a long night and 
say, ‘Let’s go get our “Lace Up” tattoos and show 
everybody.’ 

“We’re at the tattoo shop and he asks, ‘Which 
wrist?’” he continues. “I’m like, definitely left wrist. 
100 percent, left wrist. Mind you, this is my bass 
player’s first visible tattoo, ever. We get back to the 
bus, he wakes Kelly up and he’s like, ‘Yo bro, check 
this out.’ He flips over, looks and goes, ‘Wrong 
wrist, dumbass.’ We got them on the wrong wrist 
[laughs]. I was so sure it was the left wrist, but it 
was definitely not the left wrist.”

Bold confidence is what led Rook to walk out in 
the middle of class to join the traveling circus that 
is Machine Gun Kelly’s band, his aplomb is what 
makes him one of the most dynamic drummers in 
the world, so he can’t be too angry when that same 
spirit backfires on occasion. 

E V E R  S I N C E  D I T C H I N G 

C L A S S  T O  B E C O M E 

M A C H I N E  G U N  K E L L Y ’ S 

D R U M M E R ,  R O O K ’ S 

B E E N  M A K I N G  A L L  T H E 

R I G H T  M O V E S .

ROOK’S 
GAMBIT

The final semester of high school is the most carefree 
period of a person’s life. With college acceptances in 
the rearview, the classes you sit through don’t really 
have any bearing on your life, so who cares if you 
spend the bulk of the time goofing off? Even the most 
hardened bookworms end up taking it easy. It takes a 
really impressive act to stand out as a slacker among 
an entire class of slackers, but what JP “Rook” Cap-
pelletty did put him on the Mt. Rushmore of Senioritis. 

“Machine Gun Kelly called me and I was in my last 
class of the day,” Rook says. “I literally jumped up and 
walked out of class and answered my phone. They 
were like, ‘Can you come to Cleveland today? Where 
you at right now?’ ‘I’m just about to get out of class.’ 
Then they said, ‘OK, so you’re in college?’ I’m like, 
‘Nah.’

“He was like, ‘Dude, you’re in high school? I don’t 
know if we can use you,’” he continues. “Nah, nah, 
hell no. Fuck that, I’m coming. You already gave me 
the address, I’m showing up. I showed up, they were 
like, ‘Hell yeah, we fuck with you. Can you play a show 
tomorrow?’ I ended up staying and I never went back 
to school.”

Rook had been courting Kelly for a while, sending 
videos showing off his skills. It’s the kind of foolhardy 
thing a kid with equal amounts of earnestness and 
ambition would do, hoping their hero will notice them 
and invite them to join the band. It isn’t supposed to 
actually work. 

With no desire to hang around to space out in the 
back of the room for a couple of weeks, Rook leapt at 
the opportunity and joined the band. One day later he 
was behind the kit when Kelly hit the stage. 

“The show was insane,” he says. “It was at this place 
called the Blind Pig and it was completely sold the 
fuck out, there was a million people there. I went from 
decent shows at little clubs with a  good amount of 
people cause I was in a pretty big metal band. But yo, 
this was some other shit.” 

The band had a house up in Cleveland, so Rook 
moved right in. Gone were the days of doing 
homework, meeting curfew and taking out the trash. 
Most parents wouldn’t have been cool with their kid 
ditching school to become a drummer, but for the 
Cappellettys, Rook was merely picking up the family 
business. 

“My dad is actually a drummer and he played in a big 
band back in the ’80s called Damien,” Rook says. “I 
grew up with music around my whole life. There were 
bands rehearsing at my house all the time. My aunt 
was Ruby Starr, she was a big rock singer back in the 
’70s. It’s in my family for sure.

“There were always drums at home, so I had that by cha r l i e  conne l l  pho t o s  b y na t han j ame s  



he says. “I don’t get sick of that song because no 
measure is the same, nothing really makes sense in 
that song, it was written as a stream of conscious-
ness. I made the lyrics fit by making each measure 
shorter or longer, whatever it needed to be. It’s a 
different way of thinking and songwriting.

“There’s no way we could pull it off live,” he contin-
ues. “There are no cues. Every chord has a different 
rhythm. And it’s long, it eats up your set and, you know, 
I’d much rather talk for six minutes [laughs].”

“Single Album” was originally supposed to be a dou-
ble album, but after playing the songs for a handful of 
friends, Mike saw that a lot of the songs weren’t really 
connecting. “It’s hard to write 23 solid songs that all 
make sense on an album,” he says. “I thought I could 
do it, but I was really on too much booze and cocaine 
to make any good decisions.” The collection of songs 
was whittled down to 10 that showed promise. 

“The double album was called ‘Single Album,’ by the 
way,” Mike laughs. “We didn’t change the name. Put-
ting out a double album called ‘Single Album’ is pretty 
funny, but still calling it ‘Single Album’ is funny too.”

One may be quick to assume the darker subject 
matter in the album was a result of spending a year in 
quarantine, but that’s not the case as “Single Album” 
was already in the can for the majority of 2020. In 
reality, the dismal tone was set by Mike’s mental state 
and the substances he turned to in order to cope. “I 
was going through my first bout of depression before 
COVID,” Mike explains. “I’m 54 and I never really knew 
what depression was. It wasn’t a chemical imbalance, 
I was just going through a lot of shit in my life. I broke 
up with my wife, Soma Snakeoil, and going from living 
with her, her daughter and her slave girl to living by 
myself was very strange for me.

“I was living alone in San Francisco and just drinking 
and doing a lot of drugs,” he continues, “which is why 
I wrote most of this album. When I do that I don’t go 
to bars or talk to people, I just stay home, and I end up 
writing depressing songs. It wasn’t like I spent all day 
depressed,  but at night I was getting pretty miserable 
by myself. I don’t know how to be by myself because of 
my childhood as an only child with no parents around. 
[Being alone] does not make for a good Fat Mike.” 

Mike may be the man who wrote a song called “Drugs 
Are Good,” but prior to “Single Album” he had always 
entered the studio sober. This time around he was 
loaded the entire time. Subconsciously, the years of 
drug abuse may have been weighing on him, leading 
him to write songs like “Birmingham.” 

The song recounts a night where the drugs were no 
longer fun, showing a side of himself fans have rarely 
seen. “When I used to tour with a girlfriend or a wife, 
after shows I wouldn’t hang out because I had to sing 
the next day,” he explains. “I’d go to dungeons and 
get my kink on, do some drugs then go to sleep at a 
decent hour. What happened that night in Birmingham 
was that I wasn’t with anybody. I found it hard to stop 
using drugs when I wasn’t with anybody. That night 
particularly stuck with me because I stayed up all 
night, called a drug dealer at six in the morning, and he 
came over and brought more drugs. 
“I was like, ‘This is not good,’” he continues. “You’re 
supposed to run out. I usually have someone with me 
who makes me stop.” At home in San Francisco, Mike 

has developed a system to limit his drug intake—he 
keeps them in a safe only a few friends can get into. 
So when he runs out of drugs at two in the morning, 
he’s out of drugs and there is no way his dealer will 
drive up from San Jose to replenish his supply. “That’s 
why Birmingham was different because I got a drug 
dealer’s number,” Mike says. “When I had that, yeah, 
I fucked up. I ran out of drugs and I called the drug 
dealer and that’s no way to live [laughs].” 

As the time passed from his divorce, Mike was able 
to ramp down his drug use. By limiting his intake to 
a couple of days a week and riding his bike five days 
a week he convinced himself he was in a healthy 
spot. The rest of the band thought otherwise and 
they staged an intervention. It did not go well, to put 
it mildly.

“I was like, ‘I haven’t seen you guys in months, what 
the fuck are you talking about?’” he recalls. “Why are 
you doing an intervention when you don’t know shit 
about me? I was pissed off they wanted me to go to 
rehab, so I went to my room and did a line of coke and 
a shot and said, ‘Fuck you!’” 

Instead of the sober vacation he had originally 
planned, Mike went on a week-long bender that 
ended with him puking liters of blood. The paramedics 
were called and at the hospital he was diagnosed 
with a bleeding ulcer. A bacteria called H. pylori was 
the cause of the bleeding, not his partying, but the 
experience scared him nonetheless. “I was like, OK, I’ll 
go [to rehab],” he says. “The universe was telling me I 
should do something. So I went to rehab for a month, 
which was really nice. I paddleboarded every day. I 
really learned how to get perspective on things and 
to not go to booze and drugs when I’m upset about 
something.” 

All of this happened during the fall and Mike has 
maintained his sobriety. While he doesn’t intend to be 
a teetotaler forever, he’s aiming to stay that way for a 
year. “I’m having such a good time right now being so-
ber,” he says. “I’m not preoccupied with getting drugs 
or doing drugs or how much fun I’m going to have on 
drugs. I’m just doing other stuff.” 

Curious about what he means by “other stuff”? In 
addition to writing songs at a ferocious pace (39 in the 
past three months), Mike has been engaging in some 
serious multitasking. “I don’t know if this happens a 
lot, but I had a tattoo artist come to my house and 
give me a tattoo while I was getting a mani-pedi,” he 
laughs. “I’m pretty punk rock bourgeoisie, but I don’t 
know how many people have gotten a mani-pedi and a 
tattoo at the same time.”

A groundbreaking occasion such as this requires the 
perfect tattoo, and what could possibly fit the situation 
more than a “Rocky Horror Picture Show” tattoo? “It’s 
the words, ‘Don’t dream it, be it,’” he says. “Those 
words have always stuck in my head. I wasn’t a public 
crossdresser until I was 45. I really felt like such a 
coward that I wasn’t living my life the way I wanted to 
live it. I’d hear that song and it would make me sad. 
I got that tattoo because those words really pushed 
me.”

People never thought NOFX would open an album 
with a six-minute song, just as people never thought 
Fat Mike would thoroughly enjoy sobriety. But here we 
are. They didn’t just dream it… you know the rest. 

N O F X  J U S T  M A D E  T H E 

D A R K E S T  R E C O R D  O F 

T H E I R  C A R E E R ,  B U T  F A T 

M I K E  I S  H A V I N G  T H E 

T I M E  O F  H I S  L I F E . 

by char l ie connel l photos by jonathan weiner  

DON’T 
DREAM IT, 
BE IT

After nearly 40 years and 13 studio albums, fans know 
what to expect when they put on a NOFX record: a 
series of upbeat songs clocking in at under three min-
utes each, witty lyrics served up with a dash of juvenile 
humor, and a liberal helping of songs referencing do-
ing drugs and having kinky sex. It’s a formula that has 
worked tremendously for the band over the years. 

The newly released “Single Album” takes that formula 
and throws it into a blender with a cup of gloom. All of 
the elements of a NOFX album are in there, but there 
is a heaviness—both musically and lyrically—to this 
record that the band hasn’t really shown before. From 
the second the needle drops and “The Big Drag” 
starts playing through the speakers, it’s abundantly 
clear this album is going to be different. 

“I wanted to set the mood for the album,” Mike 
explains. “The song makes you anxious because you 
aren’t sure when the chords are going to change. 
I played the song for Jason [Cruz] from Strung Out 
and he’s like, ‘Dude, you can’t open your album with a 
slow six-minute song, that’s crazy. I had him listen to 
it and after he heard it he was like, ‘This is the perfect 
opener.’” 

Whereas previous album openers like “Soul 
Doubt”and “Hobophobic (Scared of Bums)” hit you in 
the mouth with their frenetic energy, “The Big Drag’’ 
starts with Fat Mike somberly singing over slow, 
grinding guitars. It takes more than three minutes for 
the tempo to pick up, at which point this is already the 
second-longest NOFX album opener, and we’re only 
halfway through. 

“It’s actually one of my favorite songs I’ve ever written,” 







decade touring with bands, playing around the world, 
partying and getting tattooed. “I’ve done everything 
from playing in the littlest tiny punk bands to touring in 
Switzerland, Germany and France. I’ve done the whole 
spectrum, you know, driving 15 hours to play for 15 
people in some Podunk town to playing arenas,” he 
says with humility in his voice.
 
Thompson hit the road hard, year-after-year, but unlike 
other punk rockers and road dogs who crossed that 
terrifying threshold into their 30s, he seemed to keep 
himself together. “I’ve always loved to drink and I liked 
to get rowdy, but I always loved girls too,” he explains. 
“So I always wanted to be in good shape or, you know, 
somewhat put together, because I always wanted to 
talk to the girls at shows and get the girls. So even in 
my partying stage, I tried to take care of myself, at least 
a little.” Self-awareness and self-preservation even-
tually caught the eye of his wife, costar and business 
partner, Joanna Angel. His leap into the porn industry 
was sudden, uncalculated, terrifying and, ultimately, 
very successful. Aaron Thompson, or as he is known 
onscreen, Small Hands, became among the first, but 
without a doubt the most successful, crossover artists 
to enter the world of porn, a transition he sees as noth-
ing but natural.
 
“If you think about it, most people are already infatuat-
ed with rock stars or pop stars to a degree,” he says. 
“They’re on stage and they’re projecting this charisma 
and they’re oozing sex... I’m sure people wonder if they 
could actually deliver it in bed. I have thousands of 
videos that you can watch. There’s no mystery to me.”
 
Once again, Thompson derives his motivation from 
his environment. Whereas before, he was staying in 
shape to look good on stage, his motivation is now 
the enormous physical feat required while under the 
spotlight in the adult film industry.  

“You have to be so physically healthy to do porn,” 
he explains. “I’ve played shows while two bottles of 
whiskey deep, but this is just a different game. Doing 
porn is like being an MMA fighter. You train constant-
ly—watching your diet, your sleep, what you’re putting 
in your body. As soon as the light goes on and that bell 
rings, you’d better be ready to go. 

“Everybody’s staring at you and your partner in the 
ring,” he continues. “If you do well, like a fighter who 
wins the match, you’re standing on the ropes cheering. 
But if for some reason it doesn’t go well that day, 
you’ve got to go home with your tail between your 
legs.”
 
It’s difficult to imagine a porn actor crediting porn 
for keeping him humble, but it’s Aaron’s humility that 
keeps people interested. He’s not afraid to fail, he 
never stops moving, and he doesn’t take himself too 
seriously (c’mon, he named himself Small Hands). 
Thompson’s life has always been about balance in one 
way or another, about calculated risks. He dove head 
first into the adult film industry, much as he did with 
music, two fields that he treats with the utmost respect 
because he understands them inside and out. He’s 
shot thousands of scenes, toured all over the world, 
and he uses those experiences to propel himself 
forward, whether that means releasing a Custom Dick 

A A R O N  “ S M A L L 

H A N D S ”  T H O M P S O N 

I S  T R Y I N G  T O  D O  I T 

A L L ,  A N D  A G A I N S T 

T H E  O D D S ,  A C T U A L L Y 

P U L L I N G  I T  O F F . 

b y  n i c k  f i e r r o   p h o t o s  b y  e v a  g a l a   

THE 
CRAZY 

LIFE

“You’ve got to be crazy to do this.”
 
That’s how the interview started when we sat down 
with Aaron Thompson, aka Small Hands. Thompson is 
a musician, model, entrepreneur, whiskey distiller, mul-
tiple AVN award-winning adult film star and husband 
to alt-porn queen Joanna Angel, so if he says you’ve 
got to be crazy to do this, he fucking means it.
 
This SoCal native grew up as the son of a preacher 
in a predictably strict household, but just beyond the 
walls of his childhood home lay an “entire world of 
possibilities,” which is code for “fun.” Which is code 
for “sex, booze and rock ’n’ roll.” All of this obviously 
leads to marrying a porn star.
 
“I grew up in church,” Thompson begins, reflecting on 
his humble beginnings. “So a lot of my early expo-
sure to the scene was seeing bands willing to play 
in church basements, like MxPx. Bands like As I Lay 
Dying and P.O.D., those guys were all from San Diego. 
Also bands like the Locust and Rocket from the Crypt. 
Shit, I’d go out and see Blink-182 playing on a random 
Wednesday night.” 
 
The thing that was meant to keep Thompson in line, 
the church, became the very thing that set him loose, 
opening his eyes to the limitless world the San Diego 
punk scene had to offer. To a kid that kept getting 
told “no,” the freedom of expression and chaos of the 
SoCal scene must’ve seemed an eternity away, until it 
landed in his backyard.
 
“My upbringing was so strict, so conservative,” he 
recalls. “I wasn’t really allowed to watch cable and we 
didn’t have MTV. I couldn’t see R-rated movies. The 
only thing I could do was see whatever bands would 
come play these church shows. It shaped me a lot. I’d 
see these guys and think, ‘Wow, maybe I can get up 
on stage and do this just like anyone else. I can do it in 
my style and people might respond to it.’”
 
His early inspirations in both style and music are easy 
to spot for any punk kid who came up in the ’90s: Ran-
cid, Social Distortion, Brian Setzer. Basically, if you 
were tattooed knuckles-to-throat, played a beat-up 
hollow-body guitar and looked like you could take a 
punch, you were cool. Thompson dove into the scene 
with all of the passion and dedication he could muster, 
and as we all know, there is no greater display of pas-
sion and dedication than getting a massive tattoo and 
hiding it from your parents for months on end.
 
“Obviously things like tattoos and piercings were 
definitely not allowed,” he explains. “My dad just flat-
out said, ‘If you ever come home with one, your ass is 
kicked out.’ So when I was 18 I got my whole chest 
tattooed. I got it done by Heather Sin, who was over 
at Avalon Tattoo at the time. Then I just hid it from my 
parents for, I don’t know, six or seven months. Once 
I was 18, graduated from high school and moved 
out of the house, I saw my dad mowing the lawn or 
something. I was like, ‘Oh, by the way, check this out.’ I 
flashed him my chest and that was it.”
 
“That was it” is a bit of an understatement, but 
Thompson is a bit of an understated guy. At least 
by porn star/musician standards. He spent the next 

mold of his junk, or releasing two solo records 
during a pandemic. His life has always been 
about balance, as long as you keep reminding 
yourself, “You’ve got to be crazy to do this.”
 
Under the moniker Empty Streets, Thompson 
released his first solo album last summer, 
with another due sometime in early spring. 
“That first album, ‘Demons,’ it’s kind of a solo 
record,” he tells us. “I recorded it at my home 
studio and released it myself, DIY-style. From 
that I caught the attention of some of my more 
famous musician friends, and now I’m already 
working on a follow-up with some pretty cool 
collaborations. By the time the world goes 
back to playing live shows and touring I’m 
going to have tons of material, and I’ll be ready 
to hit the road again like I used to in my 20s.”
 
With all that’s on his plate, Thompson needs 
help keeping sane. Enter Joanna, who brings 
a bit of normality to his life, even if it’s not what 
most couples would consider normality.
 
“If anything it’s just keeping a balance of ‘nor-
mal’ versus the wildness that is our careers,” 
he explains. “For every gangbang or orgy, we 
try to do something like walk the dog or make 
dinner together and watch Netflix. We try to 
balance our crazy lives with our alone time. 
That’s us. I think that gives us a balanced mar-
riage. It also allows us to have all the fun we 
want, but still have a solid home base. I mean, 
you’ve got to be crazy to do this.”



THE
QUEEN
OF  LATIN
TRAP
b y  l u c a s  v i l l a  -   p h o t o s  b y  n o r a  l e z a n o
p h o t o  a s s i s t a n c e  b y  p a t r i c i o  c a m p i n i
f a s h i o n  s t y l i n g  b y  j o r g e  l e o n
m a k e u p  b y  p a z  s y k e s
h a i r  b y  m a e  l u d u e ñ a  f o r  c a s a  v a r d o o
s p e c i a l  t h a n k s  t o  L e v i s ,  S a i n t  L u k i , 
E s p í r i t u ,  S a n t o  D e s i g n ,  L i m i d o  J o y a s ,  K e a k  y 
M e r y  p l a y a s  t r a j e s  d e  b a ñ o . 
l o c a t i o n  b y  s a l d i a s  p o l o  c u l t u r a l
g e n e r a l  p r o d i c t i o n  b y  b e l i z a n  l e o n a r d o
p r o d u c t i o n  b y  f l o r e n c i a  r a f a e l l e

Cazzu burst through the glass ceiling of 
Latin trap music and now she’s ready to 
take on the world.



Latin trap and reggaeton music is known for 
its Puerto Rican roots and the male artists that 
largely dominate both genres, but things are 
changing thanks to the hard work of women like 
Cazzu. In only five years, she has solidified her 
place as Argentina’s queen of Latin trap music 
and put her country on the map. Cazzu is one 
of the women leading the way for female artists 
in the Latin hip-hop scene while giving it an 
alternative makeover.

“Cazzu says things with honesty and without 
fear,” the singer says. “Above all, she’s a girl from 
Northern Argentina who is trying to leave her 
footprint in a very male-dominated scene.”

Argentina, at the tip of South America, is a coun-
try that’s underrepresented in the current Latin 
music scene. Cazzu is changing that. Since 
breaking out in 2017, Cazzu’s YouTube channel 
has earned nearly a billion views. Last Novem-
ber, she was recognized by the U.S.-based 
Latin Recording Academy with a Latin Grammy 
nomination for Best New Artist.

“For us as artists, [the Latin Grammys] are the 
most important because there’s qualified people 
who are determining if you’re good enough to 
be there,” she says. “It was a dream to see that 
I was being recognized, not only by the public, 
but also the Academy.”

Cazzu is known for making her mark on the 
emerging Latin trap scene, but throughout her 
career, she’s dabbled in many genres. Before 
she was Cazzu, she was Julieta Cazzuchelli, 
from the town of Ledesma in Argentina’s Jujuy 
Province. Her father was a musician and music 
was always present in her house. To get her 
start in music, Cazzuchelli was recording Cum-
bia music under the name Juli K. “Cumbia was 
the pop music of my country,” she explains. “At 
that moment, [Latin trap] didn’t really exist, so I 
started out with Cumbia.”

After Atlanta-based trap music blew up in the 
last decade, the genre worked its way through 
Latin America, eventually landing in Argentina. 
“I feel like trap is a result of reggaeton and hip-
hop,” Cazzu says. “[Hip-hop] has always been 
a scene that’s moved me. It was an evolution. I 
went from Cumbia to reggaeton, experimenting 
a bit. The hip-hop scene was growing more 
in the country, and suddenly, I found my most 
comfortable moment in trap. When trap started 
to be heard around the world, we translated that 
into Spanish.”

After finding her place in Latin trap music, 
Cazzu’s persona was born. In 2017, her music’s 
reach went beyond Argentina when she featured 
on the sensual “Loca” with local rappers KHEA 
and Duki. The trio got an extra boost when 
Puerto Rican superstar Bad Bunny jumped on 
the remix. “That [song] opened doors for us 
as international artists,” she says. “It became 
something that today we can say is the door for 
the history of the trap scene in my country.”
Cazzu has clearly been inspired by artists work-
ing in many musical genres, but a few names 
she lists are reggaeton music pioneers like 

Daddy Yankee, Wisin & Yandel and Julio Voltio. 
She particularly lights up when talking about 
Canadian pop-punk rocker Avril Lavigne. “She 
was one artist who totally impacted my life,” 
Cazzu says. “Her career was booming when I 
was a kid and that shaped a bit of my personality 
in a way.”

On Cazzu’s major-label debut album, 2019’s 
“Error 93,” Lavigne’s influence can be heard 
on the sinister-sweet “Mucha Data,” or “Many 
Data,” where she flexed about having guys 
blow up her phone. In the music video for the 
atmospheric “Nada,” or “Nothing,” the tattooed 
singer is dressed like a red devil wielding a 
fireball. Rising reggaeton singers Lyanno, Rauw 
Alejandro and Dalex featured on the track that 
has over 247 million views on YouTube. “Linkin 
Park’s music and nu-metal were a big influence 
for me,” Cazzu says. 

“Reggaeton as well. I tried to create a combi-
nation with both genres. I believe I achieved 
that well [with ‘Error’] and at that time, I explored 
other genres like alternative, a bit of new wave, 
trap, hardcore. A bit of everything.”

When the COVID-19 pandemic hit at the 
start of 2020, Cazzu shifted her sound on her 
follow-up album, “Una Niña Inútil” (“A Useless 
Girl”), to something she felt was more appropri-
ate for the times. “R&B is still underground in my 
country and in Spanish,” she says. “There’s a lot 
of great artists, but the mainstream ones aren’t 
doing R&B music. The quarantine seemed like 
a great time [for an album] people could listen 
to and enjoy because they can’t go to the clubs 
or go out.”

In the music video for “Miedo,” or “Fear,” Cazzu 
pole-dances and twerks to the trap-lite track 
with an R&B edge. She pines for her lover who 
she’s consumed with to an unhealthy extent. Ca-
zzu was able to become more vulnerable in this 
genre, and she played with the theme inspired 
by the poem “Una Niña Inútil” by feminist Ar-
gentine poet Alfonsina Storni. “[This album] was 
more explicit with feelings, like, honest feelings,” 
Cazzu says. “To say things with no filter. To be 
able to communicate emotions that may not be 
correct or exemplary, but are true emotions.”

Recently, Cazzu has embraced Latin trap 
with a pop twist as part of fierce all-female 
collaborations with Argentine pop princess Lali 
on “Ladrón (“Thief”) and rising singer Maria 
Becerra on “Animal.” “I have a lot of respect for 
[Lali] and it was an honor that she invited me on 
her album [‘Libra’],” she says. “Maria Becerra is 
very sweet and new, but she’s breaking through. 
She’s incredible with what she does.”

As Cazzu sees more women enter the Latin 
trap and reggaeton realm, it gives her hope 
for the future. “[The scene] has advanced so 
much,” she says. “We’re raising awareness to 
normalize that women know how to make music. 
I think it’s important that we’re evolving the way 
we’re thinking and forgetting the old limitations. 
Normalize the girls in music!”



Nick Cannon’s life has been a journey full of ups and downs, but through it all he has relied on his moral 
compass to guide him.

Cannon’s

e d i t e d  b y  c h a r l i e  c o n n e l l  -   p h o t o s  b y  p e t e r  r o e s s l e r 

a

Nick Cannon’s life has been far from ordi-
nary. Long before he was an internationally 
known entertainer, Cannon was just a kid 
growing up with his grandparents who was 
obsessed with music. Cannon wanted to 
pay homage to his incredible journey with 
a tattoo mapping out his past, present and 
future. Tattoo artists Maria Garza (@bright-
bones) and Sherri Austria-Portela (@sherri-
austria) spent two days tattooing Cannon’s 
chest and neck here at Inked NYC, giving 
the entertainer a piece that spans many 
chapters. Afterwards, we sat down with 
Cannon to give him the opportunity to 
share his story, in his own words. 

I grew up in southeast San Diego. I have 
“South East’’ tattooed on my forearm, 

which is where I was born. I was a kid, in 
government housing, really just trying to 
stay out of trouble. My parents were teen-
agers when they had me, so it was a little 
unorthodox situation. My father went away 
to be a minister. He actually left California 
so he would get out of trouble because he 
grew up a troubled youth. He just had a 
baby and he’s like, “I gotta get out of here.” 
So he went to college in North Carolina. 
My mom went to nursing school and it was 
really difficult trying to take care of me. My 
father’s mother stepped in as well and that 
trifecta of all of them was my upbringing.

My parents were teenagers, so we kind of 
grew up together. They were trying to get 
their lives right while blazing a path for me.

[There] was always youthful exuberance 
around because everybody was young. I 
remember when my grandmother was my 
age right now, that’s weird [laughs]. It was 
really just a loving environment. Obviously, 
there wasn’t an abundance of anything, 
really, other than just love and compassion 
for each other. We made do with every-
thing else.

I would have to say that my first love was 
probably music. It started in the church, 
obviously I grew up in the church. Gospel 
music... as well as gangster rap, it all hap-
pened for me at the same time, ironically. 
Growing up in Southern California, I was 
mesmerized by Ice-T, NWA, Too Short and 
all of that. But at the same time I grew up in 
a Baptist church that had amazing music. 





Those are probably my two introductions to 
falling in love with music. I could be a musi-
cian, but also I could be a rapper. 
I had, like, my first demo tape at 8 years old. 
I was telling jokes onstage, doing stand-up, 
by the time I was 11. All of that stemmed 
from the church, it all came from having an 
audience and a congregation to actually get 
my feet wet in those spaces. I started off 
telling jokes and opening up for my dad who 
was a preacher. Even before that, it’d be dif-
ferent church musicians, friends of the fam-
ily, who would have studios in their garages 
and they would let me do stuff. I was a young 
cute kid who had some rhythm so I figured 
out how to play a few instruments and how 
to rap. My pre-teen and adolescent age was 
full of just trying to figure it all out.

When I was 8, I rapped about cars, cartoons 
and girls. I think I remember all of those 
songs. I can’t rap now, but at 8 I was really 
bad. It was something like, “Lamborghini, 
Ferrari, Mercedes-Benz. To get one of these 
you gots to have ins. Talking about dollars, in 
other words, big bucks. You can’t go riding 
in those farmer trucks [laughs].” But I wrote 
that when I was 8, I thought it was pretty 
good.

For Christmas one year, my grandfather, who 
had passed away, left me a bunch of synthe-
sizers. In the late eighties that stuff was rare. 
I learned how to make beats before I was 10 
years old. I could have four track players and 
keyboards with sequencers on it, I would 
just use the drums that were already pro-
grammed and rap over it. I was nicer at the 
beats and DJing than I was at the lyrics.

That’s what started me wanting to be more 
behind-the-scenes with music, and my 
dream was to be a producer. I did it but the 
other stuff was more successful. I just want-
ed to be a music producer. I wanted to have 
artists. I wanted to have people signed to my 
label, which I still currently have a label and 
sign artists all the time. I think people think 
of that as, like, my ancillary business, but 
growing up I just wanted to make beats and 
produce artists. That was really the dream.

Stand-up was something that really kicked 
the doors open for me. While I was still in 
high school I would go to talent shows and 
do stand-up, do music in my rap group, 
dance… I’d do all of this stuff and get first, 
second and third place. Still to this day I 
have this almost ADD-like energy that has 
me bouncing from one thing to another.

My career is all over the place, I’ll be the first 
to say that. I come from being a fan of peo-
ple who are multi-faceted, that’s what you 
had to be to succeed in entertainment back 
in yesteryear. Bob Hope could do every-
thing, like star in a movie, host the Oscars, 
do stand-up, those USO shows. He was 
everything and he was his own manager, it 

was pretty impressive. I’m kinda cut from 
that same cloth. I always say, to define me is 
to confine me. You can’t put me in a box.

We had fun creating “Wild ‘N Out.” Growing 
up in these stand-up clubs, you spend a lot 
of time with the same guys standing in front 
of the club in the cold waiting to go on stage 
and you just do stupid stuff. You talk about 
each other’s mothers, you freestyle rap, you 
play little improv games. I kind of meshed the 
world of “Whose Line Is It Anyway?” with 
hip-hop. And really, this was just the stuff 
that we were doing hanging in the different 
comedy clubs. It’d be myself and Kat Wil-
liams, Kevin Hart, all these different people. 
And they’d be like, “Yo, you doing movies 
and stuff like that. Why don’t you give us a 
job?” I really created “Wild ‘N Out” to get 
my friends jobs and opportunities. To this 
day, it’s created so many opportunities and 
been a launching pad for so many wonderful 
careers. It goes all the way back to when 
Kevin Hart was broke and I was like, “I’ll give 
you a job.”

I’m not moved by fame, money, etc. partly 
because I had such a strong upbringing 
in reality, being grounded and being very 
comfortable with oneself. My nature is to fall 
back. I’m probably the quietest person in the 
room. If I got to turn it on, I definitely know 
how to do that, but I’ve never been one of 
those people. As I got older, I didn’t want 
the attention. I loved the art form, but I didn’t 
necessarily want to be in the public eye in 
that form. 

But I also understood how to play the game. 
I was told by someone very wise, “Learn to 
manipulate the media or else the media will 
manipulate you.” And that’s kinda what I’ve 
lived by. I give people just enough. I’m very 
outspoken, I’m very free with my thought 
process, a critical thinker, but I’m also 
open-minded and we’ll have a discussion 
about anything, I don’t care what cameras 
are around. I also know how to keep my 
private life private. I’m not salacious trying 
to be like, “Hey, look at me. Look what I’ve 
achieved, look what I have. Sometimes 
people think that’s to my detriment because I 
have done so much in the space of business 
and entertainment, but I’m not seeking to be 
on people’s lists, I don’t care about “Forbes” 
or any other kind of awards or accolades. 
It’s never been my vibe because I have a true 
love for the arts more than anything. 

I guarantee you, if I would’ve come up during 
the Harlem Renaissance, I probably would 
have been a jazz musician. Somebody that 
could just be in the back chilling and still 
probably be talented beyond belief, but not 
really looking to be the showman. It’s a weird 
dichotomy because I have the ability to do 
both—I’m a natural introvert and loner, but if 
I need to be the life of the party, I know how 
to do that too.

It’s interesting when you’re married to one of 
the most famous people in the world, a lot 
comes with that. I think I was built for that 
situation because, again, I knew how to play 
my position per se. It was never something 
where I was upset by the scenario I was 
in. We played along with everything. From 
marriage to even having children, we knew 
the public was going to be interested and 
wanting to have the conversation. So we 
never shied away from any conversation, but 
we were also allowed to keep several things 
private.

Then when you have twins, twins are auto-
matically superstars, even if your infants are 
just in your family. They were kind of born 
into this greatness of attention from the 
moment they came out. I believe with life you 
can have two optics on it— either you can 
complain and be on a low frequency or you 
can just be all quality, optimistic and joyous. 
That’s how I’ve always viewed my life. I’ve 
never really had an issue with people being 
in my business. It was fun and it still is. I’ll 
never be one of those people in entertain-
ment who complains about being too well-
known. That’s silly. 

I’ve always wanted to go back to school on 
some Rodney Dangerfield stuff, I’m going 
off a diving scholarship [laughs]. Academics 
has been something rooted in my family for 
quite some time. My grandmother right now 
is 101 and she didn’t care about anything, 
she still doesn’t care about any of the stuff 
I’ve accomplished, except for school. And 
that’s so cool, that’s where she comes from, 
that’s true success to her generation. They 
don’t care how much money you make or 
what status of life you have. Education is true 
wealth. Early on, as much as I would have 
wanted to go to college, I couldn’t afford 
it. I was still helping my mom pay rent and 
trying to figure it all out. So once I figured 
out I could do this and make a living out of it, 
when it was all said and done, by the time I 
had children, I was like, man, I might as well 
just go ahead and take a swing at this. 

I got my degree in criminology with a minor 
in African studies. And I’m still going! My 
master’s in psychology is right there, and 
then ultimately a PhD in divinity. So hopefully 
by 2025 I’ll have all of that accomplished.

I have done a lot of work in the prison sys-
tems and charitable efforts and helping ju-
veniles that were tried as adults and people 
coming home and reform systems. [Criminol-
ogy] was a world that I knew a little bit about, 
but I never wanted to be one of those people 
in the public who when it’s time to protest 
they don’t have the information. I don’t want 
to talk down on anybody 
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because I think any time someone takes 
their celebrity and uses it for good, it’s 
an awesome thing. When I’m put in those 
situations I want to know what I’m talking 
about. I want to be someone who’s well 
educated in that space and really living 
a life. When someone sticks a camera 
in my face and says, “Hey, why are you 
protesting?” I can articulate it in a manner 
that goes all the way back to our history 
and how things have been enforced and 
perpetuated since the beginning.

It’s interesting because my podcast 
was created at school. That was a way 
that I did a lot of my homework, it was 
specifically the idea of one of my closest 
professors and mentors, Dr. Greg Carr. 
When I needed to give a presentation 
we’d schedule some time weekly to go 
over a lot of the texts in the Founders 
Library at Howard. We thought, “Let’s turn 
this discussion about the book I read into 
a podcast.” 

We get deep all the time, it’s like a storm 
of so many different ideas and times. We 
talk about everything, but the one that 
got me in trouble, I think it was probably 
more than just [the discussion] of those 
concepts, ideas and what are consid-
ered tropes, came during a time where 
everybody was just in so much pain. I 
felt like it was this zenith of a moment for 
the attention to get on topics that people 
really weren’t ready to discuss.

I think ultimately there were probably four 
different things [I did] that could be taken 
as an apology. I’m actually doing a book 
about the psychology behind apologiz-
ing—who is the apology for, for exam-
ple—all inspired by this situation. People 
want to hear certain terms to make them 
feel better, which is fine. But that seems 
very temporary. If there’s truly an issue and 
you feel like these things are constantly 
occurring in various communities, let’s un-
pack that. Let’s have discourse about why 
there are certain tropes. Why are these 
things trigger words? Why is this true? 
Why isn’t this true? A lot of people weren’t 
really ready to do the hard work. A lot of 
people wanted to just immediately judge 

or immediately say, “Cancel this person.” 
And it’s those individuals that ultimately 
end up on the wrong side of history. Not to 
say that I’m always doing everything right, 
but if you know my heart and you know 
my purpose… The truth is something you 
never have to protect because it’s always 
there. Dr. John Henrik Clarke said it the 
best: Sometimes you can talk about the 
right things in the wrong way. Ultimately, 
that’s the very delicate line my podcast 
walked for some time.

People who are actually hurt and offend-
ed, hopefully they now know that that was 
never my intention. It was one of those 
things where I leaned into it. I didn’t run 
away from the idea. I said what I said 
and I want to understand why that hurts 
you. I want to go deeper. I met with some 
outstanding rabbis and people from the 
Jewish community, even people from the 
alt-right community, and we sat down and 
really had the discussion of race, had the 
discussion of origins. These are things 
that people are interested in and want to 
talk about, but if you aren’t educated or 
knowledgeable, that’s where tropes are 
created, that’s where ideas can turn into 
folklore. 

We’re experiencing a paradigm shift and 
people are trying to find that moral ground. 
They need that compass to take them 
to the place where they can say, “This is 
where I stand. This is what I believe. And 
I’m not offending anybody by believing 
that.” 

[Gesturing to his fresh tattoo] A compass, 
to me, can be so many things. It can be a 
fortune teller, it can give you your future, 
it can give you your direction. It can show 
you your balance. It gives you substance 
in a way, let’s you know you have a plan. 
Keeps you grounded. 

Coming up I was very clean-cut. I was 
raised by the book, and by the book, I 
mean the Bible. I was only allowed to have 
certain types of haircuts, I couldn’t get 
my ears pierced. Tattoos were so taboo—
your body is a temple—and I rocked with 
that for a while, most of my life. I wanted 

tattoos, I liked them, but I was like, “Nah.” 
They were always associated with nega-
tive aspects for me growing up. Luckily I 
got over all of that.

I was 28, out there in the public eye in 
a big way, flaunting my relationship, so I 
thought, “Alright, I’ll get my wife’s name 
sprawled across my back.” That was my 
first tattoo. [Laughing] It’s part of what’s 
back there now, I have a collage of tattoos 
[over it]. I enjoy those types of tattoos, 
where they tell the story of one’s life, not 
just a linear perspective of when they got 
it, but more about what their mindset was, 
what they did and didn’t do, what they are 
trying to cover up. It goes to show that 
they’re really about that tat life, not that 
they just went out and got a cool sleeve. 

I think it started with my sleeve, but I want-
ed my tattoos to say something. I wanted 
to tell a story, sort of a left brain/right brain 
vibe. Everything on my right arm is really 
artistic and it feels historic and analog. My 
left arm is my digital arm, it’s everything 
from digital time to Nintendo controllers to 
the Terminator to the gears up here. 

We have the digital and the analog, left 
brain/right brain, and I wanted to bring it 
all together. So with the compass in the 
center of my chest—some very Iron Man 
vibes, but a spiritual Iron Man [laughs]—I 
always felt like I’ve been on a journey. And 
my journey is ongoing, it’s multi-dimen-
sional, so I put a map going all the way up 
the neck, marking the various places in my 
life, past, present and future. 

I was the person who didn’t have tattoos. 
If you looked at me in 2008, I’d be like, 
“Man, I won’t get no tattoos.” Now, from 
my neck on down is covered in tattoos. 
I’ve stayed away from the hands for when 
I want to keep it clean, but I’m thinking 
about it. I don’t think I’ll do the hands or 
the face, I’ll stay away from those. But I’m 
already at my neck, so you never know 
[laughs]. 

Watch Nick Cannon explain each element 
of his new tattoo on YouTube.



Mod Sun sheds light on the resurgence of pop-punk, collaborating with Avril Lavigne and the legacy of “Grease 2.”

Underdog
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The music industry is built on underdogs. As 
fans, we want to see the little guy succeed 
and we’re compelled to support someone 
whose rise to stardom has been an uphill 
battle. However, for Derek Smith, known to 
the world as Mod Sun, finding the confidence 
to pursue his passions has been a journey 
years in the making. “I always wanted to be 
a singer, but I was told for the majority of my 
life that I wasn’t a singer,” Mod says. “I was 
in bands surrounded by incredibly trained 
musicians with perfect pitch who told me 
that I wasn’t a singer and that killed a lot of 
my confidence. But there was a burn inside 
of me that I always wanted to sing.” Against 
the odds, Mod Sun is an artist who’s thriving 
in multiple disciplines right now, debuting his 
crossover album “Internet Killed the Rockstar” 
with a collaboration from Avril Lavigne, as well 
as co-directing “Downfalls High” alongside 
Machine Gun Kelly. 

Mod knew from an early age that music was 
his calling, making his professional debut in 
a post-hardcore band at only 17 by playing 
drums for Four Letter Lie. His time in the 
group gave Mod the name recognition to 
branch out as a solo artist. He spent several 
years releasing albums in his self-proclaimed 
genre of “hippy hop,” but soon Mod realized 
he couldn’t keep his voice caged forever and 
it was finally time to give singing a fair shot. “I 
didn’t have [confidence] until four or five years 
ago when I made a project with blackbear 
called ‘Hotel Motel,’” he explains. “That’s 
when I really found my voice. Not only did I 
find confidence, but I really love my own voice.

“I’m one of my favorite singers and I’m so 
blessed because singing is not something 
that you have to be born with,” Mod contin-
ues. “I was able to do it this whole time and I 
believe in the journey, whether you learn that 
when you’re young or on your last day.”

Buoyed by his newfound confidence, Mod 
made a big change with his fourth album, 
showcasing his singing to the fullest extent 
through a new pop-punk sound. Like many 
musicians who came up in the 2000s, Mod 
felt at home with pop-punk and now, he’s 
using “Internet Killed the Rockstar” to reclaim 
the glory of his youth. “[This album] is a 
statement to when I was growing up,” he says. 
“When I was growing up, I had to have my 
three best friends in the room to even make 
music. We were the last era of garage bands 
and then the internet came along so we start-
ed making solo music. But now I’m feeling 
the desire for camaraderie and the hunger to 
make music like I did when I was 16 again.” 

Mod has used pop-punk as a vehicle to come 
together with his homies and has leaned into 
all facets of the genre, from the uptempo 
guitar work to major chord progressions. As 
a true lover of the genre, he recognizes that 
pop-punk is more than just upbeat instru-
mentation; it’s a musical dichotomy. “Pop-
punk is based on pounding music with sad 

lyrics about breakups, growing up, being an 
outcast and not fitting in,” he says. “Bands like 
Dashboard Confessional lit the fire inside of 
me by having a guy with a guitar being able to 
make you fucking cry. It’s true emotion and I 
think that’s what music was missing in the last 
decade.” 

With the freedom to showcase his feelings 
to the fullest, Mod went into “Internet Killed 
the Rockstar” with the intention of putting his 
heart on the staff line. For the album’s lead 
single, “Karma,” Mod let his emotions run ram-
pant in a way that resonates with pop-punk 
listeners. “One of my absolute favorite things 
to come out of pop-punk is the love letter 
revenge song,” he says. “You’re writing a love 
letter to your ex and saying poetic statements 
of revenge and redemption. It’s based on the 
idea of the underdog winning in the end and 
it taps into the beautiful, hurtful pop-punk ide-
ology that you saw from a band like Fall Out 
Boy. I think it’s my truest pop-punk moment of 
this album.” 

Mod has used this album to showcase his 
emotional range as an artist and, to put it 
plainly, let loose. That release of restraint 
comes through strongest in his single 
“Bones,” which he admits is his best vocal 
take ever captured. “‘Bones’ is pure emotion 
and when I made that song, I wanted it to feel 
like the three seconds before a car crash,” he 
says. “When you think about those seconds 
before a car crash and you have no idea 
what’s about to happen, I wanted to capture 
that feeling. That is the style of music I did 
when I played drums, and the heavy, in-your-
face yelling just does it for me, man. This song 
is the introduction to how deep and personal 
my album gets.” 

When putting together the tracklist for 
“Internet Killed the Rockstar,” Mod decided 
to arrange the songs in the order they were 
created, allowing his fans to see his process 
unfold. The album’s first two singles, “Karma” 
and “Bones,” were created back-to-back on 
the same day. Then, when it came to his third 
single, “Flames,” he laid down the chords and 
realized that this song needed some extra ker-
osene. “I’d made the song ‘Flames,’ but I was 
feeling like it was unfinished,” he says. “Avril 
and I connected, then when I showed her my 
music, she was like, ‘Oh my God, I love that 
song.’ I got up the courage to ask her to be on 
it and it all happened that quickly. It’s honestly 
the biggest turning point in my career.” 

Mod allowed the magic of the moment to 
take over while recording in the studio. He 
turned off the thoughts running through his 
head in order to purely capture the energy 
in the room. “There’s a way deeper lyrical 
meaning that came out of me, and if you listen 
to it, a lot of the song is based on the idea of 
relapse,” he says. “Within ‘Flames,’ I shared 
a lot of vulnerable things that someone in my 
position shouldn’t necessarily say, like, ‘I might 
relapse.’ A twisted love story came out during 

that song, but also a lot of my personal life 
flooded through.” 

Mod cut drugs and alcohol from his life on 
May 11, 2019 and used this album to explore 
the many facets of sobriety. While ‘Flames’ 
allowed him to admit that he might one day 
relapse, ‘Rollercoaster’ is a single that show-
cases his sobriety as a celebration. 

“I don’t think that gets talked about enough in 
music, how it’s cool to not do drugs,” he says. 
“You can’t turn on the radio without hearing 
a song about popping a bottle and drinking 
all night. So I think it’s fucking cool to make 
songs for the people that don’t do that shit 
and are proud of how far they’ve come. Every 
album right now has a song about partying all 
night and I made sure not to have that song on 
my album.” 

Mod has ridden the wave of the pop-
punk resurgence, surfing alongside fellow 
genre-bending musician Machine Gun 
Kelly. For almost a decade, Mod and Kelly 
have worked together in music, first coming 
together on the video for Kelly’s “Sail,” which 
was shot in Mod’s home. Along the way, the 
two have not only collaborated on music, but 
tattooing as well. “Kells has given me, like, 
15 tattoos,” he says. “When we went on tour 
together, I brought a tattoo machine and we 
practiced on each other. He tattooed ‘1970’ 
on the bottom of my fingers, which came out 
so good. I tattooed a safety pin on him, which 
is my insignia that I draw all the time.”

Like Mod, Kelly made the switch from hip-hop 
to pop-punk on his 2020 album “Tickets to 
My Downfall.” After being offered to turn this 
album into a movie, “Downfalls High,” Kelly 
knew that collaborating with Mod was the 
right move and the concept of a punk rock 
musical was born.

Mod and Kelly took inspiration from “Grease 
2,” with Mod noting that through “Downfalls 
High,” they’ve done more promotion for 
“Grease 2” than the 1982 musical did for 
itself. “We decided to make a fucked-up musi-
cal, not some fairy tale,” he says. “I don’t care 
who’s a fan of ‘High School Musical,’ I’d prob-
ably be a fan too if I sat down and watched it, 
but we all know that shit is corny. We decided 
to make a fucked-up musical that didn’t have 
a happy ending and work backwards from 
there.” This rock opera, like the music of both 
Mod and Kelly, tells the story of an outcast 
against the world, a message that speaks to 
the past, present and future of pop-punk.

With a brand new album and his directorial 
film debut already under his belt, 2021 is 
already shaping up to be Mod Sun’s year. But, 
no matter how much success comes his way, 
Mod will always be a pop-punk kid at heart. 
And if a pop-punk kid knows anything to be 
true, it’s that you’re always better off being the 
underdog.



Playboi Carti has never been one to follow the crowd, a fact that is evident on his most recent album, 
“Whole Lotta Red.”
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Before he would test hip-hop’s patience for repetition, 
turning ad-libs from an accent piece to the entire point of 
a song as one of the earliest benefactors of the Sound-
Cloud rap phenomenon, Playboi Carti was a teenaged 
skateboarder in Atlanta, searching for the sort of poorly 
ventilated basements where, to the right music and with 
a cheap beer in hand, people would throw elbows. His 
stomping grounds used to be the Historic Fourth Ward 
Skatepark, where “I’d see a kid with a mohawk and be 
like, ‘I want a fucking mohawk,’” Carti recalls. “I’m 12 or 
13, wanting gauges and shit.” And then, even though 
Fourth Ward was just five miles from his South Atlanta 
neighborhood, such suburban angst compelled Carti to 
report back on what he saw.

“I really went out of my way to get what I was on,” Carti 
says. “Where I’m from, everybody’s just hip to this and 
that, so I was showing everyone different sides of the 
world. My homies are like, ‘What the hell are you doing on 
a skateboard?’ Hey man, this is the wave. I was the first 
person in my hood rocking skinny jeans.” 

Carti is calling from an Atlanta tattoo shop, deciding 
which likeness of Lil Wayne to get inked on his forearm. 
He’s debated this tattoo for two weeks, and for now, 
this mid-January weeknight may be the only break he 
can catch. Last Christmas, Carti released “Whole Lotta 
Red,” a sophomore album two years in the making—an 
eternity for high schoolers who document every leaked 
snippet (and sometimes post them to Spotify, to millions 
of streams). “Whole Lotta Red” debuted at No. 1, topping 
the Billboard success of his 2017 self-titled mixtape and 
2018’s “Die Lit” while dethroning Taylor Swift’s “ever-
more.” In January, Carti made his “Tonight Show” debut, 
performing “SLAY3R.” The next week, he appeared in 
Givenchy’s spring/summer 2021 campaign alongside 
Bella Hadid and Kendall Jenner, where he styled himself in 
embossed orange croc boots. 

Pop culture has caught up to Playboi Carti, yet he 
still finds himself searching for the greatest common 
denominator between himself and everyone else. Take 
that “Tonight Show” performance: Although “SLAY3R,” 
of course, name checks the thrash metal band, Carti and 
the loiterers on stage are ’70s punks, smoking cigarettes 
while wearing sleeker silhouettes. 

“Slayer is great, I love Slayer to death, but my actual fa-
vorite band is the Sex Pistols,” Carti says, as if confessing 
some deep, dark secret. “If I had to talk to somebody who 
doesn’t know anything about rock ‘n’ roll, I would name 
Slayer or Kiss because those bands are so big, you can’t 
miss them. That’s an easy route for people not really big 
into the rock ‘n’ roll world, the punk world. But with me, I 
really go deep.” 

Carti isn’t so invested in the band’s politics, “God Save 
the Queen” and all that, as he is with its indelible image. 
“They had Vivienne Westwood, I got Matthew Williams,” 
he says, as in Givenchy’s creative director. Anarchy is, 
simply, “doing whatever the fuck you want and living life to 
the fullest.” Last summer, Carti even got frontman Sid Vi-
cious’ face tattooed on his forearm. “That’s my alter ego,” 
he says. But while 21-year-old Vicious died of a heroin 
overdose in 1979, before he could see how everything he 
represented became romanticized and fashionable, Carti 
is seeing his influence play out in real time. 

In the two years in between “Die Lit” and “Whole Lotta 
Red,” Carti’s abstracted vocals added an irreverent touch 
to Solange’s “When I Get Home” (“Alameda”), Drake’s 
“Dark Lane Demo Tapes” (“Pain 1993”). When Tyler, 
the Creator released the lyrics to “IGOR,” he joked that 
Carti’s “Earfquake” feature “could not be transcribed.” 
According to “Whole Lotta Red,” though, such omnipres-
ence bears consequences. Fifteenth track “Punk Monk” 
details Carti’s ability to scout the next-next generation of 
oddball rap: Trippie Redd before the Carti comparisons, 
future YSL signee Lil Keed. In 2017, Pi’erre Bourne—the 
primary architect behind Carti’s self-titled and “Die Lit,” 
who’d go on to tour Australia and New Zealand with 
Drake—signed with Interscope.

So when Carti raps, “I thought I had Pi’erre, but the label 
tricked me,” he means that he wanted to sign Bourne to 
his own imprint, Opium. “But I slept on it, and I woke up, 
and he was signed to a major label,” he says. “I wasn’t 
really salty about it. I was just looking at it like, alright, 
cool. I just need to lock it in when I step into a room with 
some people from now on, because I feel like people just 
started looking at my taste and my opinion. ‘Alright, if Carti 
likes it, sign it—boom.’” 

Ultimately, “Whole Lotta Red” does feature Bourne, along 
with a handful of other producers with similarly glitched-
out joie de vivre: Art Dealer, KP Beatz, Jonah Abraham, 
Juberlee and Roark Bailey. But the album is ultimately a 
balancing act between the sound he made famous and 
this abrasive rockstar makeover (just listen to the intro 
“Rockstar Made”), the singular focus from his earlier 
music and the extended reach he boasts today. Carti had 
16 tracks finalized for “Whole Lotta Red,” but then Kanye 
West called, offering to help workshop the project. They 
recorded 16 more tracks together, both at West’s Jackson 
Hole studio and at his homebase in Calabasas, making 
West (now featured on “Go2DaMoon”) the album’s exec-
utive producer.

“I felt like that little boy again, just smiling, being around 
him,” Carti says. “He’s a creative genius, and I feel the 
same way about myself. It’s like he understood everything 
I was on, and I understood everything he was on. He 
wasn’t no yes-man, but he just understood my vision and 
he rocked with it.”

That vision included Carti (mostly) ditching his “baby 
voice,” the squeaks and squeals that even Tyler, the 
Creator struggles to decipher, when it’s become his 
trademark. Yet Carti insists that his approach to music 
hasn’t fundamentally changed. That was true for the “baby 
voice”—a characterization Carti disagrees with, for what 
that is worth. “With the flows, the whole baby voice shit, 
I don’t even pay attention to that title,” Carti says. “I think 
that’s bullshit. I think people be forgetting I’m from Atlanta. 
I look at Atlanta as the home of hip-hop, and I feel like we 
popping shit, you know what I’m saying? I just kept that 
within me throughout my career.” And that even goes for 
the way he rasps now, his vocal cords sounding torn to 
shreds. 

“I think it’s just me and F1lthy in the studio,” he says, 
name-checking the producer well-versed on Three 6 
Mafia and Rise Against, whose production collective 
Working on Dying discovered teenaged SoundCloud 
phenom Matt Ox. “We in the studio and that shit is 





blasting loud as hell, so I’m coming in with the beat. 
I wasn’t like, ‘Alright, I’m about to sound like this so 
people know I’m punk rock.’ I’m just, I’m on a mission 
and you gotta hear me.” 

“I use my voice as an instrument, for sure,” he adds. 
“Even with Pi’erre, I listen to that shit, and I go in that 
bitch and just do an ad-lib, I like it so much. Now it’s 
part of the beat. You have to be there for me to see 
it, or you’re going, ‘I don’t know if that’s Carti in the 
background, or if it’s part of the beat.’ That’s just how 
I work.” 

Even as Carti made this distinction, he was gently 
correcting me, as if he still didn’t want to offend his 
following. Carti even figures that he should be grateful 
for the leaks that plagued “Whole Lotta Red”’s 
release, where more than half the tracks were leaked 
by August 2019. “At this point, to keep myself sane, I 
just go home and watch Lil Wayne documentaries and 
see how he went through all this shit,” Carti says. “I 
used to be one of those fans downloading his music 
on Limewire and shit, because I was a diehard. And he 
went platinum the first week off this shit.”

Still, he can’t help but be inspired by the lawlessness 
of pop culture’s shadowy figures. Plenty of hip-hop’s 
underground was linked to and quoted about MF 
DOOM’s sprawling influence and even how he tested 
everyone’s patience, with how he sent imposters to 
concerts and even a magazine interview in his stead. 
Meanwhile, Carti’s “Stop Breathing” (“I just hit the lick 
with the mask”) was the last high-profile shoutout to 
the rap antihero before his death was announced New 
Year’s Eve.

“I had to tell my boy, my best friend, my engineer. He’s 
the person recording the song, and he didn’t know 
who MF DOOM was,” Carti says. “I’m like, you don’t 
know MF DOOM? You don’t know who this dude is? I 
had to play songs for him, because he didn’t know who 
he inspired. The mask! I’m anonymous myself, but he’s 
king of that. 

“I don’t have to sound like MF DOOM to be inspired by 
him,” he continues. “Nobody can keep a leash on him. 
Nobody can keep a leash on me. That’s definitely his 
impact. Even if I didn’t know that at first, I had to look 
up and think about this shit right here—it had already 
been done.”

There’s a good chance that people may not fully 
appreciate “Whole Lotta Red,” with all its open invita-
tions to mosh and scream, until Carti is able to perform 
it live. And in the age of COVID-19, who knows when 
that will happen. For now at least, Carti didn’t end up 
getting the Lil Wayne tattoo, though his commitment 
to going against the grain—testing our limits for what’s 
acceptable in hip-hop, even among his fanbase—was 
already on his sleeve.







Caskey on his collaborative album with Yelawolf, finding his hustle and the 
tattoo that changed his life.
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Tattoo collectors are visionaries.

They see the world through a different lens 
and are chomping at the bit to ornament their 
bodies with their innermost thoughts. Others 
may not understand this way of life, however, 
according to rapper Caskey, it’s not for them 
to get. “I’ve always pictured myself looking 
like this,” says Caskey of his head tattoos. “I 
held out on doing it for other people who told 
me it would be a bad look or who said, ‘You’re 
going to miss out on opportunities if you 
tattoo yourself too much.’ I’ve had this idea for 
five years, I finally did it, and now I feel like the 
most is happening for my career that’s ever 
happened. I’m being who I’ve always wanted 
to be.” 

Caskey may be a familiar face in hip-hop, but 
that face has changed drastically in the last 
few months. He’s no longer the freshly signed 
young gun with the baby face and baby blues, 
he’s a seasoned performer with a face tattoo 
that’s causing jaws to drop. “I saw this movie 
‘Apocalypto,’ and in that movie there’s a war-
rior ruler who wears a detached animal jaw 
around his chin,” he says. “I thought that was 
the coolest thing ever and it would be cool to 
have jaws on my head that made it look like 
this entity is eating me.” 

Caskey’s latest tattoo is undeniably his favor-
ite piece in his extensive collection. Not only 
does it completely change his look and trans-
form him into a hip-hop warrior, the piece 
was designed and executed by Caskey’s own 
flesh and blood—his brother Ryan K. Severe. 
“We’ve been working on this tattoo for years,” 
he says. “He’d drawn, like, 10 versions of 
it and then in the last six months I was like, 
‘Dude, I have a really good idea for it.’ He sat 
down for a week and worked on the jaw tattoo 
until we finally solidified it. Most of the time, I 
get an idea, he draws it, and we’re lit.

“I plan to continue the tattoo onto the back 
of my head and then I have some room on 
my legs and butt cheeks—but that’s it,” he 
continues. “My plan is to finish my bodysuit 
with my brother and rock it for a few years. 
After that, I want to black out my tattoos and 
do a white bodysuit over top of that. There’s 
no point in my life where I’ll ever want to stop 
getting tattooed.”

Caskey is busier than he’s ever been and 
is on the precipice of releasing one of his 
biggest projects to date. “My next release 
is a collaborative album, ‘Black Sheep,’ with 
Yelawolf,” he says. “I’ve been a fan of Wolf 
for a long time and I’ve been trying to work to 
where I could meet him on an artistic level. 
I’ve always respected him lyrically and as a 
rockstar, he’s not caught up in the industry. 
He’s a true artist and he cares about the 
music more than anything.” 

The two rappers first came together for the 
remix of Caskey’s single “McQueen Fiend,” 

forming a bond so strong they decided to 
make an album together. Shortly thereafter 
Caskey flew to Nashville to record. “I don’t 
think I’ve ever had an easier or more inspiring 
collaborative process working on an album 
with another artist,” he says. “I came to Nash-
ville with all of the beats already picked out 
for the album and it was just magic right off 
the rip. We didn’t have a day that whole week 
where we didn’t make music—it was really 
effortless.” 

This project has wound up being one of many 
firsts for Caskey, as he not only collaborat-
ed with another artist for each track but he 
also used the album to show fans his lighter 
side.“One of the songs from the album is 
called ‘Been A Problem’ and we made a ’70s 
themed video,” he says. “It’s really humorous 
and neither me or Wolf ever do funny videos 
that show off our personalities in real life. I’m 
glad it’s the first record we’ve dropped be-
cause it’s really a statement about how we’ve 
been out-rapping everybody for a long time.”

“Been A Problem” is one of the many songs 
Caskey is vibing with on the album—each of 
the 11 tracks tells a different story. “I’m most 
excited about ‘Just the Intro,’” he says. “I don’t 
feel like there’s been a rap song this exciting 
since ‘Rap God.’ It’s four minutes of me and 
Wolf spazzing. I also really like our song 
‘Daytona,’ which is an ode to a city in Florida 
that I grew up near. We have a feature with 
DJ Paul on a song called ‘Open,’ which I’m 
stoked about because Three Six Mafia was 
the first rap group I listened to, so that’s a big 
moment for me.”

Working with Yelawolf on “Black Sheep” 
inspired Caskey to go back to a part of 
music-making he’d left by the wayside. “With 
this album, I got away from experimenting with 
singing and autotune,” he says. “This project 
was my way of getting back into rapping and 
specifically getting back into writing. I haven’t 
written any of my own music in years and 
Wolf writes his own stuff. He inspired me 
to care about each line and that was really 
refreshing.

“I’m looking forward to fans of Wolf getting 
acquainted with me as a high-level rapper,” 
he continues. “I feel like I can stand in the 
paint with any rapper in the world. If you’re a 
fan of Wolf or a fan of me, there’s no way you 
can listen to this album and not respect us as 
lyricists in the highest capacity. Kendrick La-
mar or Eminem could listen to this album and 
say, ‘Damn, those motherfuckers can rap.’”

The experience working with Yelawolf in-
spired Caskey to change his entire approach 
to making music. Prior to their collaboration, 
he’d been releasing an EP every six months 
like most other rappers in the industry. Now 
he’s shifted his productivity intointo 





high gear and is prepared to flood the system.

“I’m working on a big project that I’ll be dropping 
at the end of the year, but I’m an artist that records 
constantly,” Caskey says. “I’m working on six albums 
simultaneously and every time I’m in the studio I put 
songs into categories. I keep my year planned really 
loosely because even though I have these albums, 
I don’t necessarily have an order for when they’re 
going to drop. But at some point in the process I’ll be 
inspired by whichever one is gaining more momentum 
than the others and then it will be time to move on.” 

Caskey’s new workload means he’s writing music 
almost every single day, with the remaining time going 
to shooting videos, sending merchandise out or doing 
a photoshoot. He’s able to keep up the hustle be-
cause he’s truly obsessed with making music. “I used 
to be lazy,” he says. “When I was younger, I was really 
passionate about making music and would write and 
record a lot. As I got older, it became my career and I 
kind of took it for granted. I didn’t go as hard because 
I thought that everything would come to me. As I’ve 
grown up, I’ve realized what a rare opportunity I have 
and that hard work is going to beat everything. I used 
to think I was the most talented rapper and now I think 
I’m the hardest working rapper—you’ve got a different 
kind of pride in that.” 

Although 2021 has only just begun, Caskey has set 
himself up for some serious success. A collaborative 
album with Yelawolf? Check. Six solo projects on 
the way? Check. A seriously killer head tattoo? Big 
check. Caskey’s time is now, get ready to watch him 
take over.

“I USED TO THINK 
I WAS THE MOST 
TALENTED RAPPER 
AND NOW I THINK 
I’M THE HARDEST 
WORKING RAP-
PER—YOU’VE GOT A 
DIFFERENT KIND OF 
PRIDE IN THAT.”
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p h o t o s  b y  j a s o n  g o o d r i c h

On
IN CURATING THIS ISSUE’S ART PROJECT, 

TATTOO ARTIST LONDON REESE ASKED 
SOME OF HIS FELLOW TATTOOERS IF THEY 

WERE WILLING TO GO ON THE RECORD. 
THEY TOOK HIS REQUEST LITERALLY 

AND DELIVERED SOME ART SURE TO GO 
PLATINUM.

ThE
 ecORDr



Z E R O  
@ T H E Z E R O M A C H I N E

Why did you pick this album? 
My favorite teenage memories 
are capsulated within this 
album.

 What are your top five songs to 

listen to while making art?

Lee Fields “Honey Dove”
H.E.R. “Comfortable”
H.E.R. “Focus”
Daniel Caesar “Best Part”
Idris Muhammad “Could 
Heaven Ever Be Like This”



74 I NKEDMAG .COM

P H I L  H AT C H E T  YA U  @ P H I L H A T C H E T Y A U
How does listening to music ignite your creativity? Music puts me into certain mental and emotional states and it is a sure fire way to drive 
the attitude and tone of my art.

Why did you pick this album? I grew up listening to classical and oldies, but alternative rock was the first stop into my own musical taste. 
No Doubt was a cornerstone of rock at the time and "Tragic Kingdom" is an undeniable classic. 



S H AY  B R E D I M U S  @ S H A Y B R E D I M U S
Why did you pick this album? I felt like all the Maiden cover art by Derek Riggs in the '80s was iconic, but I felt like this one was fitting for 

this current moment in time.

What's your favorite song on this album? Why? "Hallowed Be Thy Name" is like listening to an epic movie.



G L E N D A L E  B U L LY  @ G L E N D A L E B U L LY
How does listening to music ignite your creativity? I love listening to music while I’m in a creative atmosphere. I prefer rap music for the 
hype, but anything can get me going.

What are your top five songs to listen to while making art? "Trapped In the Sun" by Future,  "3 Headed Goat" by Lil Durk, "Sky" by Playboi 
Carti, "My Turn" by Lil Baby and "Tequila Shots" by Kid Cudi.
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M AT T  T R U I A N O  @ M A T T T R U I A N O
Why did you pick this album? The original album art grabbed my attention. I'm always a sucker for cheesy illustrations from past decades. 

What's your favorite song on this album?  "Paradise By The Dashboard Light." It’s genius in its composition. Eight minutes of what feels like 
a Broadway rock opera with all the feels. Mainstream songs aren’t written like that anymore. 



N I K K I  S I M P S O N  @ N I K K I S I M P S O N T A T T O O S
Why did you pick this album? I picked this album because it’s such a classic; every song is a banger, they stirred up a lot of commotion in the metal community 
and I love a good controversy. Somehow, this record STILL makes money to this day. That’s legendary stuff right there. I had a lot of fun with the dynamics of 
the basic snake on the album and using my own tattoo style snake playing off of each other. 

What are your top five songs to listen to while making art? The music I’m listening to while I’m drawing or tattooing depends on my mood. If I’m in a hyped mood 
with a lot of energy, I love listening to "Legend Has It” by Run the Jewels. If I want to zone out I’ll listen to “Lateralus” by Tool. If I’m trying to relax and just vibe 
I love “In the Waiting Line” by Zero 7. When I just wanna jam out to something heavy and sexy I’ll listen to “You Know the Butcher” by Deftones. And lastly if I 
want to just have a good time with my client, I’ll listen to something absolutely stupid and ridiculous like “Hotdog” by Limp Bizkit. 



L O N D O N  R E E S E  @ L O N D O N R E E S E
How does listening to music ignite your creativity? Music is that magical art form that takes you away from life and allows your mind to 
wander into the abyss of creativity. Music heavily influences my artistic process, my mood whilst creating and inspires the message in 

most of my artwork. 

What's your favorite song on this album?  “Are You Experienced?”
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J U S T I N  B U R N O U T  
@ J U S T I N B U R N O U T T A T T O O S

Why did you pick this album? I feel it's 

such an iconic album cover and as 
soon as I saw it on the list, I had ideas 
coming to me straight away. The ideas 
took different directions, but the main 
idea came to me straight away. 

What are your top five songs to listen 

to while making art?

I couldn’t say my top five songs, 
but three albums that always seem 
to make the list are; If These Trees 
Could Talk - "The Bones of a Dying 
World," Nipsey Hustle - "Victory 
Lap," Architects - "Lost Forever//Lost 
Together." There are so many more 
but these are some real go-tos.





M AT T  B U C K  @ H E _ D R A W S
How does listening to music ignite your creativity? The height and depth of emotion that music conveys is something that I try to absorb like a sponge in order to 
squeeze out through my fingers and into my art. Also, many of the bands that I listen to write songs about fascinating historical subjects and those usually light a fire 
under my butt to start sketching.

What are your top five songs to listen to while making art?

"Take This Waltz" by Leonard Cohen, "Skyforger" by Amorphis, "Tarantella" by The King's Noyse, "Symphony No. 9 in E Minor" by Antonín Dvorák, and "Scenes 
From an Italian Restaurant" by Billy Joel.







SNUFFY
@ s n u f f y . n y c

Picture this. You’re sitting down to get a tattoo from a new 

artist and you’re already feeling nervous because the needle’s 

about to hit your skin. Then you learn that the artist you’re 

putting your trust into didn’t start drawing until last week. You’d 

likely be pretty alarmed and would yeet yourself out of there. 

However, Snuffy was born to tattoo. Raised by an artist and a 

surgeon, he has a knack for design as well as detail, coming 

into the industry with a genetic leg up. Now, a little more than 

three years later, he’s taken tattooing by storm—establishing 

his own art collective and inking some of comedy’s finest. But 

as far as he sees it, this is just the beginning.

How did you get into art? I didn’t begin drawing until about a week 

prior to tattooing. Sure, I doodled and whatever, but until then, if 

someone asked if I could draw I would say no. In hindsight, I would 

say the arts were always part of my life. I played guitar and other 

instruments growing up and I was always finding creative outlets. 

As a kid, I apprenticed for a Frank Lloyd Wright-style design build 

firm. I learned to design rooms, make models, draft blueprints and 

then go in the field to build what we designed. My mother is an 

artist and my father a spine surgeon, so it’s funny that tattooing 

oddly combines both—a steady hand with attention to detail and 

creativity.

When did you do your first tattoo and what was that experience 

like? My first tattoo was a crescent moon. It was something I could 

do in 10 minutes now, but it probably took 1.5 hours. I didn't know 

what I was doing but I had a fucking blast. I’d just graduated from 

YouTube University and I felt I was ready for some small stuff. 

Take us through the apprenticeship you did with Oscar Akermo. What 

was the most valuable thing you learned from him? When I began 

tattooing, I didn’t tell Oscar I was tattooing. I wanted to see if this 

thing was really for me, and I like surprising people. I reached a 

point where I couldn't hide it from him anymore, because he would 

try and come hang out and I would be tattooing. Eventually about a 

month into it, I showed him my “portfolio” of work. He was shocked 



how aggressively I dove in, not because I was making anything spectacular. At that 

point, he sort of took me under his wing. And by “under,” I mean he let me be near 

his wing. He was working full time and had his own life, so it wasn’t your traditional 

apprenticeship. It was more like, “You’re on your own, kid, but if you need anything, 

call me!” To him, I owe a lot. The time we spent as friends gave me tremendous insight 

on how to be a well-rounded artist. Oscar is a maverick in anything he touches. We 

share an addiction to the things we love. Aside from technical application, the most 

valuable thing I learned from him was to give a fuck, every single time.

When did you start tattooing in your style and how has it evolved over time? I like to 

think that my style is always evolving. Looking back I would say the first tattoo in my 

style would have been five months into tattooing—the Einstein tattoo in May 2018. 

Luckily, my art has evolved in a beneficial way for my clients and for my creativity. I 

made it a point to use negative space, cover larger areas and be succinct with my 

messaging. Having paid thousands of dollars for tattoos that cover a 3”x3” space 

and leaving the shop feeling grateful but defeated, I remember thinking, this will 

cost me over $1,000,000 to be covered. So, I like covering larger areas, I like using 

weird intricate elements. I make sure I never put things in a tattoo that don’t have 

meaning. Seldom will you find clouds or shading to fill space. The goal is to make 

the wearer and viewer of the tattoo feel something when they see it. What keeps my 

style evolving is that I'm addicted to the new. While there are elements of repetition 

in my work, I am always looking for new subject matter because it feels like cheating 

when I reuse. Ultimately, what keeps it honest is that I design every tattoo for myself. 

If my client passes on a design, chances are I will get it on myself.

When did you start tattooing Pete Davidson and what are some of your favorite tattoos 

that you’ve done on him? I started tattooing Pete around June or July of 2019. Most 

of my favorite tattoos on him I never posted. I either got a shitty photo of them at 5 

a.m. or [didn’t post] out of respect for his privacy. The tattoo down his spine and the 

hanging photo frames around his leg are probably my favorites. Also, the piece I did 

with a woman and seven knives exploding out of a boy's blurry face.

Take me through how you created Morwin's Office. Morwin Shmookler is a guy that 

offered to buy one of my buildings years ago. In 2018, I had part of the A$AP Mob 

living in my studio, then they started calling me their lawyer and their accountant. 

So I said, “If that's what I am, I need a name. Call me Morwin Shmookler.” Fast-

forward to September 2020. I had all the infrastructure for a studio. I had a space, 

an apprentice, managers, assistants… but I never wanted a proper studio. I knew 

from years of running businesses that once I open a shop, my attention to art gets 

diverted to business. I was convinced otherwise by my managers. Thus far, I’ve been 

proven wrong. I never want to leave this shop, the creative energy, the people that 

come through, it’s a magnet for the arts and the creative. Tattooing is the meat and 

potatoes here, but the appetizers, specials, desserts and cheese plates are fucking 

killer.

Where do you hope to take this brand? The Morwin's brand is a creative house that 

we just happen to tattoo in. Everything is a creative endeavor. We just did a capsule 

collection, we have a few brands in discussion for creative direction, and I have my 

fine art practice coming out. A lot of music gets made here. Shit, we even shot a 

movie trailer.

What advice would you give to tattooers looking to build their brand outside of 

tattooing? They need to decide if they are just making tattoos or if they are actually 

artists. If you’re an artist, be that. Explore other mediums, be outgoing. Do everything, 

don’t box yourself in. And, most importantly, only do shit if your soul is in it. Do 

everything with all you’ve got. That way if it fails, it’s not for lack of effort.





f o l l o w :  @ s c o o t s c o o t m a s o nSCOOTMASON



One of the biggest ways a tattoo artist can build their brand is by tattooing 

an A-list celebrity. This helps to put you on the international map and if the 

experience goes well, you’ll have a revolving door of Hollywood heavyweights. 

Toronto’s Scoot Mason had his celebrity tattoo cherry popped by Johnny Depp 

and this led the tattooer to adorn the bodies of NBA legends, music icons and 

Emmy nominees. Now, he’s one of the most sought-after artists in The 6. Next 

stop: world domination.

When did you get your first tattoo and what’s the story behind it? I got my first tattoo 

when I was 17. I was actually on vacation visiting my brother in Whistler, British 

Columbia. We were originally supposed to get matching tattoos, however, the artist 

said what we wanted wouldn’t fit on our backs, so I ended up getting my last name on 

my back.

When did you start tattooing? Do you remember the first tattoo you did on a client? I 

first started tattooing when I was 25. The first tattoo that I actually did on a client was 

a cover-up, believe it or not. I tattooed his last name over a sketchy cross tattoo he 

had.

What drew you to black-and-grey and who inspired you? Because of my background 

in drawing, I’ve always shaded with black-and-grey. I’ve always appreciated the 

depth you can get with black-and-grey over color. Some of my inspirations early in my 

career were Daniel Rocha, Sergey Shanko, Q Tattoos and Bob Tyrrell.

Who was the first celebrity you remember being heavily tattooed? What was your 

impression of them at the time? The first celebrity I noticed being heavily tattooed 

was 50 Cent and other rappers I would see in music videos. I liked that artists were 

finding other ways to express themselves outside of the music they make.

Take me through some of the celebrities you’ve tattooed and what those experiences 

were like. I’ve worked with a lot of celebrities from many different industries including 

LeBron James, Kevin Hart, Travis Scott, Tory Lanez and many more. One of the more 

meaningful experiences was being able to tattoo Johnny Depp early in my career. It 

felt like anything but work, his energy was gravitational, and we ended up hanging out 

and playing guitars after he got inked.

What do you like to listen to while you tattoo? If you could only tattoo while listening 

to one artist, who would it be? I really like to bump 50 Cent’s “Get Rich or Die Trying” 

album on repeat, however, from a customer service standpoint, I usually leave the 

playlist up to my client and what’s suitable for them during the session.

If you could tattoo one person, alive or dead, who would it be and why? As far as 

someone who’s alive, I’m definitely interested in tattooing Drake. We both represent 

The 6 and I look forward to the opportunity of potentially collaborating on a piece 

with him. With that being said, I lost my dad at a young age and he was my biggest 

inspiration when it comes to art. He was an artist his whole life and I would have loved 

the opportunity to not only show him the skills he helped me attain, but also have the 

chance to tattoo a piece on him.

In addition to tattooing, we can see that you’re passionate about your dogs. Tell us 

about them and do you have them tattooed on you? I’ve always believed in dog-like 

loyalty over god-like royalty. We can learn a lot from how a dog lives life. I have three 

dogs and all of them are tattooed on me—Boston, Philly Cheese Steak and Stackz 

are with me for life.

When did you decide to open your own shop and what has that experience been like? 

My main objective from day one was to always have my name on my own shop—

Scoot Ink. It’s more about leaving a legacy for me than being my own boss. I learned 

a lot from the other shops I was luckily able to work at. I was in between shops when 

it slowly became a reality. I was tattooing out of a private condo and saving up while 

obtaining the necessary equipment to open up. I plan to open many more studios to 

be able to serve clients from all over the world.



FOLLOW: @MICHELLESANTANATATTOO

MICHELLESANTANA



New York is the city of dreamers. Every year, thousands travel from around 

the world in the hopes of making it in The City That Never Sleeps. Michelle 

Santana was already established as a well-known artist in Colombia when 

she decided to move to NYC, because she knew that this city churns out 

big tattoo stars like no other. With plenty of talent, a little bit of luck and 

just $75 in her pocket, Santana became one of the most sought-out artists 

in the Big Apple.

Take us through your upbringing in Colombia and how you became interested 

in art as a kid. Both of my parents are Colombians who were hustling on the 

streets of New York when they met. Before I was born, my dad ended up in 

jail. Shortly after I was born, my mom met the same fate. So they sent me to 

Colombia when I was 7 months old. I spent my early years going to school in 

Cali, Colombia, and traveling during any free time I had from school between 

New York and Amsterdam. 

Since I can remember, I would find joy in the time I spent with a pen and a piece 

of paper. My brothers were really into music and art. When I turned 9, my family 

moved from Colombia to Spain, so we could be closer to my mom. I would 

say the way the schools in Madrid teach kids about art is what really got me to 

respect the fine arts. They would do school trips to every museum, it was a rich 

experience that I couldn’t get enough of.

How did your career as a tattooer begin and who were some of the first people 

you tattooed?   I got my first tattoo when I was 16, thanks to my older brother 

who was less responsible and who also got me into buying tattoo magazines. 

But I didn’t have enough courage to walk into a real tattoo shop [looking for a 

job] in Madrid or Amsterdam because I was afraid I’d be rejected for being so 

young. 

When I turned 18 in Amsterdam, my stepfather got out of jail and was deported 

to Colombia so my mom decided we all had to leave our lives in Europe and 

start over in Cali. There, I met a guy who did tattoos and is now a very well-

known artist in Colombia. He was working at a shop that had tattoo kits 

available for everyone to purchase, so when I found out I asked my mom for 

money and bought one. As soon as I got home, I called my best friend from my 

neighborhood and he was the first person who got tattooed by me. He was also 

the first person who believed I was gonna make it in the tattoo world. That same 

day, my cousins came over and I tattooed the three of them.

What made you decide to move to New York?  When I was living in Colombia, I 

opened my own shop with my husband in 2014 and after working hard for over a 

year and a half, I felt it wasn’t enough to be able to make my dreams come true. 

I felt that I needed to leave and try my luck in another city. Somehow I believed 

New York would be that place, but no one from my family really believed in that 

idea. The only person who really supported me and gave me the opportunity to 

try was my grandmother. She literally pulled a million Colombian pesos ($350) 

from under her bed and handed them to me so I could buy a plane ticket. When 

I arrived, I only had $75 in my pocket. 

How would you describe the style you do today? After four years of doing simple 

tattoos, I consider myself a fine-line tattooer. I prefer to tattoo things that I 

consider beautiful, like flowers, lettering and any design that gives harmony and 

fluidity to the body. I love when I see a tattoo in the right spot and it fits so well 

with the person.                                        

What’s the key to properly executing a tiny tattoo?  I think you’ve got to love and 

be excited to do that tiny tattoo and you have to have the right tools to do it. I 

think with patience and practice, you can do anything you want.



f o l l o w :  @ t a t u _ p a n d aTATUPANDA



Whenever you’re scrolling through Instagram and see a celebrity getting 

a tattoo in Miami, you can be damn sure Tatu Panda is the artist they’re 

visiting. Panda is the go-to guy for the It Crowd, inking up everyone from hip-

hop legends to YouTube heavyweights to Latin icons. We caught up with the 

celebrity tattooer to uncover some of his wildest tattoo adventures thus far 

and to better understand the lifestyle of one of the Magic City’s biggest rising 

stars.

When did you start tattooing and did you have a traditional apprenticeship? I first 

walked into a tattoo shop when I was 12 to see my mom get tattooed. I was sitting 

in the lobby, drawing as always, and this guy walked up to me and he said, “Man, 

you would make a great tattoo artist,” and that was the moment that sparked 

the idea in my head. Two years later, after drawing a bunch of tattoo flash and 

mimicking what I saw on TV and in books, I started tattooing my uncle and my best 

friend from my grandma's porch. Two years after botching a bunch of tattoos, I 

tried to get an apprenticeship when I was 16 which was really hard because I was 

16—no one would take me. I ended up working at the flea market under Felipe 

“Pride” Bustos, may he rest in peace. It wasn’t a traditional apprenticeship, I did all 

of the bitch work around the shop, cleaned a bunch of tubes, etc. But he basically 

threw me into the fire and said, “You wanna tattoo, go ahead and tattoo.” I basically 

banged out free tattoos every day after school until I was 19 when I dropped out 

of college and started tattooing full-time. I learned a lot more about the hustle and 

grind than about tattoos. 

Who was the first celebrity you tattooed and what was that experience like? It was 

definitely Swae Lee. He posted on Instagram looking for a tattoo artist in Miami and 

people were tagging me like crazy in the comments. I knew I was going to tattoo 

him but I wanted to go in style. So I hit up my buddy Matt Zingler to come with me 

as a cosign. Matt immediately pulls up in his G Wagon and he’s like, “Let’s ride.” 

Swae wanted a pretty big piece on his stomach. He rolled up a few blunts and 

numbed his stomach up while I drew the design. It was super chill, we listened to 

some of his unreleased music that he was working on at the time.

How does tattooing Jake Paul usually go down? There’s never been a dull moment 

tattooing Jake. I remember the first few pieces I did for him, the “RNBO” on his 

stomach and the “karma” on his shoulder. It usually starts out with a text like, “Yo 

Panda!” and then he sends me an onslaught of ideas that he’s saved on his phone. 

I sort through all the ideas and only pick the ones I think will make good art. Luckily, 

he’s a good sport and gives me a good amount of freedom when designing.

You’ve given a number of musicians face tattoos. How do those appointments usually 

go down? Honestly, these face tattoos aren’t usually planned, they’re typically 

spontaneous. An artist will be chilling at the crib or the shop, then randomly we’re 

like, “Yo, let’s drop a face tat,” and then we drop a face tat. They usually have no 

idea what they want and I like that rockstar shit, so I’m definitely an advocate for 

face tats.

How did Mario Judah reach out to you and why did he want his first tattoo on his 

face? I really wanted to tattoo him and he had no tattoos, which made me want to 

tattoo him more. I didn’t think it was going to happen but I called up Matt Zingler 

to tell him. He called me back three hours later while I was driving home to say, 

“Mario is ready to get tatted.” I busted a U-turn and 30 minutes later I’m writing the 

word “rockstar” on his knuckles. A few minutes later, Matt decides to get in on the 

action and now we’re gangbang tattooing Mario Judah. Then, like 30 minutes later, 

we’re doing face tattoos and I’m putting “like a rockstar” under his eyelid with micro 

rockstar hands on his cheek. We were on his Instagram live the whole time and his 

fans were going nuts. I tapped out for the day and tagged in Sarah Lo, who goes in 

for the kill with a broken guitar above his eyebrow. And that was Mario Judah’s first 

tattoo experience.












