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If you ever wanted to feel alive and that 
you were using the days of your life in a 
valuable way, let me tell you about this 
secret group of movers and shakers that 

I’ve discovered. Actually, the group isn’t very 
secret at all. It goes by the name of Day Zero 
and is more of an internet movement than 
a secret group—but nobody (most of all me) 
wants to belong to an internet movement. 
That’s like running into CZJ at an airport 
and hoping your opening gambit of ‘I used 
to be on the debate team at school’ will get 
you anywhere other than the back end of the 
High Fidelity list.

Still with me? Good, otherwise it will be a 
long year.

For the sake of argument and being cool 
about town let’s call Day Zero a cult—because 
I like the sound of that much better. Day Zero 
is about finding 101 things to do with your life 
across 1001 days (which is about two years 
and seven months) and if you thought you 
had some dreams and ambitions, try writ-
ing down 101 of them and getting them done. 
I’ve done this twice in the last ten years and 
never gotten close to all 101 but that could 
be because when some are done, I’ll replace 
them with other things… but if I hadn’t, I still 
don’t think I would have gotten to the end.

Crucially, the number of things I wouldn’t 
have done at all would be pretty long too. It’s 
a great tool to move yourself forward.

I’m using it this year to move into the last 
sessions of lasering junk off, hoping never 
to go back to that place (because it fucking 
hurts) and towards the end of the year, at 
least getting started on what will live there 
instead. I don’t want to be lasered ever again. 
The growl you hear when you fire up that ma-
chine is not my stomach.

Alternatively, I could be lying like a rug. 
I may have discovered this hatchling-gang 

of semi-losers online and laughed in their 
faces—to myself at least. Nobody over the 
age of twelve makes lists of all the things 
they’re never going to get done do they? You 
get things done by getting off your ass and 
doing them, by getting involved in the world 

S A T U R D A Y  N I G H T 
&  S U N D A Y  M O R N I N G

outside your door and investing time and en-
ergy into them.

When the bell tolls, you don’t want to find 
you’ve been sitting around,  dicking about 
with an app making lists of things you should 
have done when you had the chance.

It's one thing not to live your own life but an-
other thing entirely not to die your own death.

Still with me now? Let’s get this party 
started…•

THE GROWL YOU HEAR WHEN YOU FIRE UP 
THAT MACHINE IS NOT MY STOMACH

CULT LEADER

SION SMITH • EDITOR
editor@skindeep.co.uk

 @mrsionsmith

 @skindeep_uk

Jon Potter
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gildedcagetattoostudio.com
 gildedcagetattoostudio

gildedcagetattoostudio-
blog-blog.tumblr.com

 GildedCageTattooStudio

James Robinson is a good egg. 
Working out of his studio, Gilded 
Cage in Brighton, he’s shipped us 
a full set of four seasonal posters 
(two of them displayed here—flip 
the page for the other one) to give 
away to a reader who can find a good 
home for them. If you’ve got a hole 
in your wall you need to hide from 
the landlord—why not at least be 
stylish about it. Drop a line to edi-
tor@skindeep.co.uk with a good rea-
son as to why you should have them 
and we’ll figure it out from there.
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Wayne Simmons introduces you to some 
of his favourite rebels within tattooing, 

artists doing something different with their 
inks. This month he meets Steven Mostyn 

of Memories & Mischief in Germany

 MemoriesAndMischief    @memories_and_mischief_tattoo

REBEL
INC.

One of the things I’ve learned through years 
of doing interviews is to seek common 
ground. A good interview, after all, is a 
meeting of minds and with Steven Mostyn 

there’s definitely a few things I share right off the bat. 
We’re both vegan for one thing although neither of us is 
that militant about it—we’re not the type to go mention-
ing it in the first five minutes of your meeting us, despite 
that fact that I’ve done just that very thing right here 
(sorry, Steven). We’re both a little on the itinerant side, 
too: I live in Wales now despite having been born in Ire-
land and around about the time I stepped off a plane to 
Manchester to set up home there for a bit, Steven, a self-
described “filthy manc”, was shipping out. He’s lived in 
Germany since 2000, currently based near the Bavarian 
town of Passau, nestled against the Austrian border. “It’s 
a bit beautiful over here,” he tells me. “Certainly a far 
cry from gloomy Manchester.” The third thing we share 
in common is probably the most significant, at least for 
this interview—despite our training for one thing (me 
a teacher by trade, Steven an animator), we both threw 
the towel in and started doing what we really loved. And 
for Steven, that’s tattooing.

But let’s go back to the beginning, a young and starry-
eyed Mr Mostyn starting his first day at art college with 
a dream to work in Hollywood one day. The reality was 
four years of study that proved a lot more of a grind than 

Tattooing arrived as 
something of a ‘duh’ 
moment. I realised 
it was the perfect 
platform to utilise 

my experience
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he had hoped followed by a year working shifts in a facto-
ry, but he eventually scored a job in London, working on 
the movie Balto for Universal Pictures. “This then led to 
work on Space Jam and Quest for Camelot with Warner 
Bros,” he picks up, “along with work for the BBC, Disney 
Channel and King Rollo Films. Eventually, I moved over 
to Canada and worked in Vancouver for a Dreamworks 
satellite studio before ending up in Germany.”

Somewhat ironically, it was the rise of Pixar, a company 
we very much associate with animation today, and their 
definitive 3D digitalised take on the trade that killed it 
for Steven. The last picture he worked on was Asterix & 
The Vikings for Danish studio Afilm before flipping to 
something completely different, spending six years as a 
freelance writer reviewing video games and tech web-

sites. “Tattooing arrived as something of a ‘duh’ moment. 
I realised it was the perfect platform to utilise my experi-
ence, satisfy my creative cravings, grant a degree of artis-
tic control, and even return me to the 2D format, albeit 
on 3D canvasses.” It proved a good fit, Steven now work-
ing at his own studio, Memories & Mischief, which he co-
owns with his good Frau, Dee Mostyn. “Honestly, it was 
the best irresponsible decision I have ever made. My only 
regret is that I didn’t make it sooner.”

Of course, tattooing and animation share plenty in 
common, nobody’s denying that, least of all Steven. It 
takes time to make a tattoo; it’s not an immediate thing 
but very much a process; and the same could be said for 
animation. “You’re absolutely right. Both require an art-
ist to be equipped with patience, precision, control, and 
attention to detail.” In fact, for the work Steven’s best 
known for, dotwork, these qualities are paramount. It’s 
arguably more methodical than other, looser tattoo 
styles and having that animation background has proved 
more than useful. “In standard traditional 2D animation, 
it takes twelve drawings to create a single second of on-
screen movement for a character,” he explains. “Depend-

Honestly, it was the 
best irresponsible 
decision I have ever 
made. My only regret 
is that I didn’t 
make it sooner
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ing on size and overall character count in any given scene, 
I might have emerged with a second of finished move-
ment per day during my time on feature film productions. 
In that sense, it’s not difficult to see why I don’t think four 
or five hours of focused concentration is excessive for a 
hand-sized dotwork landscape.”

And there’s more, Steven’s own unique take on dotwork 
incorporating some of the themes from his days working 
in animation. This again proved to be something of a pro-
cess, Steven at first trying his hand at full-colour illustra-
tive tattoos, inspired by heavyweights such as Frank La 
Natra, Jesse Smith, Jime Litwalk and Leah Moule. But, 
sadly, it wasn’t something the punters took him up on. 
“So, later, after falling in love with dotwork, I was wor-
ried that client apathy would again see the rug pulled out 
from beneath my feet,” he tells me. “Luckily the response 

was really positive this time and any pop-culture wan-
nado designs I offer up seem to find homes quite quickly.” 
Which is pretty exciting for me as someone in the market 
for that kind of thing myself. Another thing we both share 
in common is geekery, Steven as big a scifi nerd as I am. 
He laughs at that. “Yeah, I’m a big geek at heart so being 
able to create hybrid dotwork tattoos pulled from science 
fiction, Japanese/US animation, Marvel, DC, and vide-
ogames is a huge bonus.”

This brings up the question of puritanism. It’s rarely a 
good thing, we both agree. We see the dark side of it with-
in veganism, for example, something we’ve chatted about 
a lot over the years, and I’m wondering, as we’re talking 
now, if there’s a similar thing going on within tattooing. 
Are there dotwork and tribal purists who see what Steven 
does as wrong in some way? Heretical, even?

“I haven’t experienced that directly but I’m pretty sure 
there’s an element of disapproval lurking in the shadows,” 
he says. “For example, a number of notable names in the 
dotwork field follow me on Instagram, yet strangely no 
likes or comments ever grace my posts. Make of that 
what you will.” In many ways, living and working in his 
own private paradise on that Bavarian border shields him 
from the worst of it but he can still sense a little rot set-
ting in within the tattoo scene. “I have a few loving and 
supportive artist friends, but predominantly I witness a 

It’s not difficult to 
see why I don’t think 
four or five hours of 
focused concentration 
is excessive for a 
hand-sized dotwork 
landscape
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lot of ego-driven backbiting and arrogant narcissism try-
ing to pass itself off as community. Colour me jaded, but it 
was much the same in animation.” For Steven, it’s human 
nature, something hardwired within not just tattooists or 
animators, but pretty much everyone—particularly those 
who are creative. “We’re all mired by the same insecuri-
ties and doubts regarding our work and how it’s perceived 
by other artists, magazine editors, convention organisers, 
award panels and potential clients, but it’s our general 
conduct we should be most mindful of. Demeaning those 
less accomplished than you or those with art styles less 
evolved than yours is disrespectful in the extreme and 
can easily lead to a besmirched reputation, which can be 
a stubborn stain to remove. Artists are constantly learn-
ing and, in the main, their skills are harvested from ever-
increasing practical experience. For me, personally, it’s 
simply a case of work harder than everyone else and don’t 
stand on any toes along the way.”

Looking at where Steven is now and how much he’s 
achieved, I’m thinking he’s bound to have ticked a lot of 
boxes off the ol’ wishlist. In many ways, he’s the cat who 
got the cream. Working at his own studio in one of the 
most beautiful parts of the world, his own little corner of 
paradise. He’s found his place in the world, somewhat of a 
trailblazer within dotwork and too grounded and modest 
to actually accept that when I suggest it. He’s recently re-
discovered his love of writing and the world of technolo-
gy, penning product and gear reviews for our sister publi-

cation, Tattoo Master Magazine. “Yeah, the last five years 
have been something of a whirlwind,” he agrees. “Being 
a tattoo artist is without a doubt the hardest thing I have 
ever done, be that financially, physically or mentally.” As 
for the next five? Well, Steven’s looking forward to tak-
ing things at a more relaxed pace. “I’ll be happy if clients 
remain as open minded as they currently are and the stu-
dio can continue to enjoy the security that comes with a 
consistently full calendar,” he tells me. But there’s always 
room to grow. The studio has a few extra chairs and the 
lure of a relaxed, countryside-based, working getaway has 
already reeled in artists like Josie Sexton, Will Gee and 
Gaston Tonus. As for Steven, himself, the best is yet to 
come. “I’m hungry to learn more and become better with 
each passing tattoo,” he tells me, that trademark humility 
still intact. •

A number of notable 
names in the dotwork 

field follow me 
on Instagram, yet 

strangely no likes or 
comments ever grace 

my posts. Make of 
that what you will
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Sometimes Beccy Rimmer visits a tattoo studio in the UK and 
within a few minutes of walking through the door, knows that 

she simply cannot wait to tell everybody about it…
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folkloretattoostudio.co.uk

A few months ago, 
I visited Folklore 
Tattoo Studio in 
Tamworth for the 

first time and since then, have 
returned on various occasions 
to visit shop owner Marie Cox 
or many of the amazing resi-
dent and visiting artists that 
she has guesting there on a 
regular basis. Along with co-
worker Adam, Marie’s been 
committed to creating a shop 
atmosphere that is above all 
else—welcoming.

During my last visit, Marie 
was about to start tattooing a 
regular customer when two young girls walked through 
the door to enquire about a tattoo. I’ve heard the conver-
sations many times in studios once potential clients have 
left the building after asking seemingly ‘stupid’ questions.

This day, I watch Marie greet these girls with a smile. 
She apologises to the dude sitting in the chair in front of 
her and spends a few valuable minutes in her seating area 
talking to these tattoo newbies about their best course of 
action if they are considering getting a tattoo. She quick-
ly covers all the basics: doing their research, the sort of 
reference material they need to bring in, how artists like 

her would normally work or 
approach a custom tattoo job, 
how tattoos heal and develop 
over time and how this should 
inform their decisions, and 
what they can do if they want 
to take their ideas further, af-
ter going away and having a 
proper think about it. As she 
waves them goodbye and re-
turns to her tattoo, I think, 
‘Well THAT’S tattoo customer 
service, ladies and gentlemen’. 

This hefty anecdote serves to 
introduce you to an artist who 
is passionate about what she 
does. I was dying to talk more 

to her after witnessing her friendly attitude with every 
person that walked through her door– was she aware of 
consciously caring about the industry and its tattooed 
(and non-tattooed) humans? Let’s find out:

Introduce yourself in one sentence please.
I’m Marie and I tattoo, but I also have a degree in Sustain-
able Design (that’s when everyone says ‘what?’), and I 
fire dance, snowboard, am a bit of a hippy and a massive 
botanical geek (very prone to binge-watching Gardener’s 
World on my days off and not being ashamed of it!).

INTO THE

WOODS
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When did you make your way into the tattoo world?
I’ve been tattooing for 9 years—I started in a street shop 
and I’ve been doing custom work for the past 5 years. My 
studio Folklore has been running for nearly 5 years now, 
we have Adam who is full time, Daniel who is our resident 
guest artist and we also have an awesome manager Tara 
who keeps us in line, or tries to! And of course Curly who 
is our excellent PR guy. 

Our styles are all very different which means we can 
pool knowledge to help each other out and I love this 
about our studio. We’re very much a chilled-out family.

What’s Tamworth like as a place to tattoo?
It can be a very mixed bag for work. We can get the normal 
run-of-the-mill tattoos: names, stars, pocket watches, 
walk-ups… but mainly our clients are very open-minded 
and come to us for our specialisms, often travelling from 
outside of town from quite far away which we are grateful 
for. We love our clients and we have made some amazing 
friends, which is what I find beautiful about being in the 
tattoo industry.

Crystals, animals, flowers… you tattoo all of my 
favourite imagery! 
Thank you very much! I get inspiration from everything 
around me, as most artists do, I suppose.  I love botanics 
and animals and this is something that is deep-routed 
from my childhood - my grandma’s and mum’s knowl-

edge of gardening and the hours I have spent with them 
has massively influenced the path I have taken, especially 
in the last 4 years. 

Obviously this is my favourite subject matter to draw, 
too. I also really love to draw birds. Again, this comes 
from my childhood… I remember spending hours sat in a 
rocking chair in the breakfast room at my grandparents’ 
house reading their vast collection of books, watching 
them at the feeders trying to learn the names and observ-
ing the traits. My other grandad also had an aviary and I 
would often help with its upkeep.

You seem to have a real passion for what you do 
and also educating people who might not know a lot 
about tattooing. Is this your intention?
I never intended to educate people, I’m just honest in my 
opinions and don’t mind sharing with others - whether 
they like it or not, I ramble a lot!

I just have an awareness that not everyone knows or un-
derstands how our job works and because I love what I do 
and want to learn everything I can, sharing info just comes 
through very naturally as we all do it in the studio anyway. 

I really love it when clients show an interest in the way 
we do things and I think it’s only fair to give them a realistic 
understanding so we can do the best job for them and meet 
their expectations, as we are marking their skin for life.

I think the tattoo community is constantly evolving 
and the spectrum of people in it is very broad. They will 
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all have their own learning experiences and paths to fol-
low, I really wouldn’t like to try and tell a whole, long-es-
tablished industry what I think they need to learn as I feel 
I still have so much to learn myself, I’m just happy and 
grateful to meet like-minded people sharing techniques 
and ideas.

I think this friendly approach to your clients and 
new people walking through the door makes for a 
very specific vibe at Folklore.
The studio is very much our creative home and I wanted 
all our clients to have the same positive experience—little 
things like just saying hello, making sure they are com-

fortable and listening to their ideas can go a long way. 
After all, they have taken the time to select us to perma-
nently mark their skin and are parting with their hard-
earned cash. I find there is nothing more off putting than 
to go into any business and feel judged or out of place and 
awkward. I was always told by my mum to ‘treat people 
how you would like to be treated yourself’ and I guess this 
has always stuck. Plus we have lots of cake and tea, that 
always helps!

I know your crystals make the shop a nice relaxing 
place too!
I’ve been going to the Cottage Healing Centre for 15+ 
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years now and it’s definitely my spiritual home, it is very 
close to my heart. I’m lucky as it's only a few doors away 
from my studio and this is where I learned Reiki and 
Crystal Healing. This place has played a massive part 
in my life and has often helped me through some tough 
times, so it was very natural for me to bring this into my 
work life as it is a big part of who I am.  

 In the studio there are many crystals dotted around the 
doors, windows and waiting areas, cleansing the energy 
and creating a relaxing vibe… and the plants like it too! 
I also regularly use smudge sticks, singing bowls and Ti-
betan chimes. I just go with the flow, use them when I feel 
the studio needs rebalancing, it can’t hurt right? 

Personally I sometimes find tattooing can become so 
crazy and overwhelming for me that I disconnect with 
who I am and what’s important. I often get caught up in 
the demands of the ‘career’ and ‘work’ that I forget to 
take a breath. Spirituality is a tool I use to ground my-

self, pause and reflect. I’m not always successful with this 
but I’m learning to get better at it. My little niece Dakota 
helps with this, she is a very welcome distraction!

What are your future plans that we should know about?
The next 12 months are busy, busy, busy—there will be a 
little studio renovation to make way for lots of exciting 
guests and we’ll be doing our normal convention circuit 
across the UK and guesting—all the info is on our website. 
I am also going to be at Amsterdam and Sinti conventions 
in Holland. I love working over there. Generally, I plan to 
just go with the flow and see what next year unfolds. I’d re-
ally like to make more time for exploring my artwork on a 
personal level and filling my studio with lots more plants!

We’ll have space next year for more resident and guest 
artists so if anyone is interested in working with our crew, 
drop an email with your portfolio links to Tara at folklo-
retattoos@live.com •
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For years, tattooing from home 
has been one of the big taboos of 
the tattoo industry. The image of 

the amateur artists working out of 
their kitchens using substandard 

equipment, producing badly 
executed tattoos to get a bit of 

beer money is a horror story that 
gets professional tattooists blood 

boiling. Yet not everyone who 
tattoos at home is a scratcher and 

many are now legally running a 
tattoo studio within their domestic 

dwelling with full blessing of the 
local council…
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Tucked away in a quiet leafy suburb of West Bridgford, 
Nottingham, is the Fuzzy Panda Tattoo Studio. Away 
from the high street on a respectable middle class road 
the building has no sign, frontage or shop window to in-

dicate that inside the impressive detached property a tattoo stu-
dio is busily going about its business.  Studio owner Rose Johnson, 
Mickey to her friends, set up the home studio 2012 and since then 
business has been gradually building. 

“After 5 years my neighbours have only just realised a tattoo stu-
dio exists here and this was deliberate; there was always a chance 
of neighbour complaints,” Mickey explains as we sit down in the 
studio which occupies a ground floor room of her parent’s house. 

Annoying the neighbours has been a major concern for Mickey.
“Even though the neighbours wouldn’t actually be affected in 

practice, complaints could have caused major issues.”
Driving around the affluent neighbourhood I can understand 

Mickey’s anxieties; the Margo’s and Jerry’s of suburbia may not 
be happy about packs of stray, bohemian, tattoo, customers bring-
ing the look of the neighbourhood down.  This anxiety has caused 
Mickey to take a softly, softly approach to establishing her business. 

“I’ve done no advertising because of this and have relied on rec-
ommendation and word mouth so I haven’t been able to grow the 
business as quickly as I would have liked. However the clients that 
have come through this process are amazing.”

The studio may be based in home, not business premises, but Mick-
ey is clearly not a scratcher and the bright colourful studio room is 
clean and welcoming. She is fully licensed to trade and she has gone 
through the same checks and procedures as a high street tattooist. 

“Where I am based I am under Rushcliffe borough council. These 
were contacted the second the room was transformed into a small 
studio to make sure I was doing everything above board. They 
checked my studio and actually gave me a whole list of things re-
quired for me to have a licence, not only for my room but for me as 
well. Insurance, weirdly enough, wasn’t actually a requirement but 
I got that for my own personal comfort. I have to have injections 
from both tetanus and hep B; this again was only a recommenda-
tion. The council also provided a talk on health and safety in the 

 
 

“I came to set up a studio at home due to money, but also 
wanting to make a comfortable and friendly environment 
for my clients. I had to apply to all the requirements of a 
standard studio. I am also part of a hygiene scheme that is 
organised by my local council and I have the highest hygiene 
rating score. I have found from talking to my clients they find 
it more comfortable and it’s not as daunting as going into a 
high street studio that’s normally full with people. One of the 
advantages of tattooing from home is that there are no big 
overheads and it’s a comfortable environment for clients; the 
disadvantage is you never really leave work.”

“I have had a lot of criticism for tattooing from home in the 
5 years I have been doing it. I have had a mixed response 
from fellow artists, normally the ones in my area not liking 
it. My clients have all said how it’s more relaxed and a more 
comfortable environment and they don’t feel as nervous 
getting tattooed. I can see where other artists are coming 
from having an issue with home tattooing but I see no 
problem with it. As long as you abide by the laws, you’re 
hygienic and your clients are happy with your work, that’s all 
that matters. Not everyone can afford a studio straight away 
and would be a shame for some artists to never get that 
chance to do what they love.”
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work place and explained what is required for cleanliness in the 
studio. I have read and researched night after night, day after day 
making sure that my little room was the best it could possibly be for 
the safety of both my clients and me. All my waste is taken by a con-
tracted waste disposal company called initial waste management.”

For Mickey setting up in commercial premises on the high street 
was not an option and after a few bad experiences she decided set-
ting up from home was the way forward.

“I was hired by a local shop but that didn’t work out which left 
me stranded for a few months. During that time I was a caring for 
my grandfather full time, which combined with playing ice hockey 
for England meant I didn’t want to move for work. A number of 
friends had seen my work and wanted to be tattooed by me; this 
was really what made me start the whole studio at home. I decided 
to set up a small scale shop with the best equipment I could get my 
hands on.”

Despite operating from her parents home setting up in business 
has not been without its challenges.

“To be perfectly honest setting up a proper home studio is not 
easy, and it’s expensive. I’ve only been able to do it because I was 
given a rent and mortgage free room at my parent’s house. As a 
normal rule you have to let your mortgage company know but this 
doesn’t affect payments.  You also have to let your home insurance 
people know.”

As Mickey’s business began to grow she realised the small room 

Mickey

Mickey Mickey

Mickey

Mickey
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her studio occupied didn’t meet her needs and with her parents 
support she moved the studio into a larger space within the home.

“My parents don’t charge rent officially; instead I contribute to 
household bills and help with work on the property.  And then the 
rest of the  money I’ve earned has therefore been able to go into 
equipment and setting up the new space which is more annexed so 
less intrusive on the home.  I’ve also done everything with an eye 
on the property itself in terms of its value.  The nature of the prop-
erty hasn’t changed from house to business and the room used is 
only a relatively small proportion of the property.  The room could 
still be used for domestic purposes and I don’t employ anyone. As 
such, I haven’t had to pay business rates and can argue against 
them, although technically that’s always a possibility.  The foot-
fall is small and I don’t accept walk-ins.  It can never be a big busi-
ness, being at home is limiting.  I won’t be able to employ staff here 
and there are only so many hours in the day so I can only increase 
earnings in future by putting up my rates.  This is not for everyone 
and it’s not that easy to do.  However my customers seem to really 
enjoy atmosphere I’m able to provide and I’m able to do the work 
I love every day.”

I broach the sensitive subject of how others in the industry may 
view her home tattoo operation.

“Criticism wise they usually start with the whole “she’s a 
scratcher with no idea what she’s doing,” but it didn’t seem to last 
for long I seemed to creep into the industry and avoid too much 
stick from anyone. I think this may have had something to do 
with basically trying to do everything to the upmost professional 
knowledge. I did have one artist threaten me and my studio which 
was all because a client of his decided to come to me. She felt un-
comfortable around him and preferred the idea of a private female 
owned studio. The message received was less than pleasant to say 
the least. However other then this I haven’t really been criticised 
to my knowledge but everyone has their opinions on home stu-

 
 

 

“I have been fascinated for years with the tattoo industry. 
Even from a young age I would cover myself with stick on 
tattoos and parade about. I was obsessed with how skin could 
be made into pieces of art and the way it lasts or changes 
over time. I was amazed how glamorous it appeared; however 
once becoming a tattooist realised it much harder to remain 
as glamorous. There really isn’t anything good about your 
clothes being covered in ink and coming into contact with 
peoples blood. I studied other artists during my time at school 
and college; much to my teacher’s disappointment!  I would 
say it was really friends and people who viewed my art who 
pulled my into the industry I was very lucky to get a short 
time in a shop in Essex which I no longer around. They gave 
me a brief hands on learning experience to which I owe a lot 
but they rest I had to really self expand and learn on my own. 
Luckily needle depths were drilled into me from a very early 
point in my tattoo career. Not only did I learn that but the 
difference between good and bad equipment. So many people 
do not realise the risks involved in tattooing and just think 
they should buy a kit online and tattoo all their friends it’s 
really not cool.”
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dios unfortunately, due to the bad reputation, they aren’t favoured 
among the industry.”

Lou Morales is a tattooist operating out of commercial premises 
on the high street of West Bridgford; less than 2 miles away from 
Fuzzy Panda. He isn’t at all happy that there are people tattooing 
from home.

“Every tattoo artist at one point has said these words: "If he or 
she was any good, he or she would not be tattooing out of their 
home". We tattooists take pride in what we do and the effort that 
we put in day in and day out. Anytime someone decides to think 
that they can do what you do without the proper training and ex-
perience it undermines the industry. You don't see us buying crap 
from Ebay and calling ourselves dentists or surgeons do you?”

I ask Lou if a home tattooist being is fully licensed and endorsed 
by the council makes a difference.

“With the exception of a few legal artists the rest of them are 
cutting corners and not taking it as serious as they should. I per-
sonally would find it difficult to keep my 2 year old daughter and 
my dog in check as I'm doing a tattoo from home.”

For Lou it appears not to be a matter of legality but a matter of 
principle; a home tattooist is not a proper tattooist. 

“I have owned shops before I set up in West Bridgford so for me 
personally I knew what I needed in order for it to be a sterile, above 
board tattoo shop. In my case the council were very particular and 
it was very much done by book and very thorough. Originally, I was 
very happy to see a high standard being placed on my studio. The 
pickle came after I found out there was a person tattooing out of 
their home.”

I ask Lou if he would name the tattooist he is referring to but he 
says he would rather not.

“When I asked the council about it they said the person had 
been inspected and had received a license. I went to that artist's 
page and I saw pictures of a dog sitting in the tattooing area. Af-
ter that the artist changed rooms in the house. When I asked the 
council about it to see if the new room had been inspected their 
exact words were "the entire house is licensed". You tell me; mon-
ey talks I guess.”

Mickey may not be welcome by some in the industry but she 
feels her professionalism and love for the craft have allowed her 
to quietly get on with building a client base and a portfolio she is 
proud of.

“In my opinion this doesn’t matter where I am based. I have to 
have the same high standards as a high street studio. In some ways 
it’s easier as I have fewer clients, but in some ways this can be more 
expensive cleaning and sterilising wise as I have fewer clients 
coming through my doors.”

“I have received so many positives from them my clients; even 
just people coming in and going “gosh this isn’t what I expected at 
all!” Many seem to double take in bewilderment as to my shop being 
so large yet so unseen from the front of the house. It has a private 
entrance way and then it opens up into my mad creation of modern 
meets antique. I wanted to make it more comfortable and accessi-
ble to all, not just for those with tattoos but to attract newbies who 
have always wanted ink but found large studios daunting and just 
unapproachable. Many have enjoyed their experiences so they have 
returned several times after only coming in for one tattoo.” •

Lou Morales

Lou Morales

Lou Morales
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Yonah Krank likes to create big bold dark pieces with lots of heavy brutal 
black work. While these pieces are strong, they also have intricate textures 
of brush strokes and scratches. His style incorporates dot work, rhythms, 
geometry, mandalas and sometimes text, while flowing and moving with 

the body. His work is also predominantly black… the darker the better

 @yonah_krank

 yonahkrank

yonahkrank@hotmail.com

IN THE BEGINNING
“I was very young when I started tattoo-
ing, and I didn’t need to pay any rent be-
cause I was living in a squat, so I always 
earned my money with tattooing.

“I started tattooing at home when 
I was a teenager. I always wanted to 
get tattooed but never had any money. 
When I was a bit older some friends lent 
me some money to buy a machine. So, I 
brought a crappy machine, some crappy 
needles and even some crappy ink. 

“I then shaved my leg, tattooed 
some crappy spider on my leg, and hey 
that’s how and where it started, I never 
stopped since. 

“I’ve had some different (tattoo) inspiration sources in the 
last few years, what really inspires me is to make a tattoo look 
radical, out of this world and also some kind of rebellion is 
necessary. There is not really an end goal for me, I still have 
some ideas I would like to realise, but there is no ending, it’s 
all just addictive. I guess it could keep going on forever, there 
is always a spot you missed, or you think your suit would look 
better with some more ink here and there. It’s a continual pro-
cess, something to work on. I haven’t got my tongue split yet 
and some more scars would also be nice too.”
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STYLE
“The inspirations behind my work are, D A R K N E S S, 
freaks, punks, crusts, tattooed people and of course the 
other tattooists. I think my style can be described as 
blackwork/trash/dotwork/geometric… I really don’t care 
what it’s called, I just want to do what I want and what I 
feel like. I develop through experimentation, passion and 
frustration—Never stop, Life Tattoo Death!

“I want my tattoos to look dirty, black, rebellious, ab-
stract and without meaning. I flow and be one with the 

body and not against it but not too fancy Nancy. My style 
is also a mix of different things growing on and into each 
other—the ink blends together as one. There are no par-
ticular techniques or tools used to create the look of my 
work, I put some effort into it, do your best with every job 
I get my hands on and don’t waste any skin.”

DESIGN
“I don’t do other styles anymore, because this ain’t good 
for me, nor is it for the client, there are better artists for 

THERE IS NOT REALLY AN END GOAL 
FOR ME, I STILL HAVE SOME IDEAS I 
WOULD LIKE TO REALISE, BUT THERE 
IS NO ENDING, IT’S ALL JUST ADDICTIVE

K R A N K  I T  U P
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different styles. Artists who inspire me include, HR Giger, 
body modification specialist Yann Brenyak, tattooist Lit-
tle Swastika and black work tattooist Gerhard Wiesbeck. 

“Every tattoo I do is done in my style but it can also 
have a lot of variety. When we create a design, mostly my 
clients tell me their starting ideas and show me some pic-
tures of my work they like. Then we work together and 
produce the project right then on the spot so because of 
this there is no design in advance. As there is no design 
in advance, my clients really trust me from the start and 

I’m really amazed by this. I cannot say how grateful I am 
for this or how much I thank those lovely people. I like to 
tattoo interesting places, everything can be tattooed. A lot 
of my clients are open to getting their armpits tattooed 
when we finish a sleeve. I really like doing this as I feel it 
makes a sleeve look complete.

“The process of making the tattoo to me is as important 
as the finished piece, or are they all the same thing? The 
initial process is really crucial as you need to be patient 
with stencilling patterns and other complex figures. To 
follow the movement of the body is also very important 
in my work, so you can’t just paste a stencil or smudge a 
brushstroke, it needs to really flow and have feeling—and 
some love baby.

“I like creating big pieces over a whole day, I work fast 
but not any faster than most other tattooists with some 
experience. I guess, I think the motivation to work this 
way is more about the opportunity to immerse myself 
in the artwork with no time pressure. Just you and the 
art from morning till until evening is better for creative 
thinking and acting.”

GETTING INK
“At the moment, in addition to doing some travelling and 
working some guest spots I am enjoying a residence at Fin-
estbeefshop/Onewayticket (FBSxOWT ) in Ghent, north-
west Belgium. FBSxOWT is two shops fused together and 

I WANT MY TATTOOS TO LOOK DIRTY, 
BLACK, REBELLIOUS, ABSTRACT AND 
WITHOUT MEANING
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we work and play there with a total of seven artists. The 
shop has four tattooers and three apprentices and we all 
work in different styles. That’s really nice as anybody and 
everybody who wants some kind of ink done can get it there. 
Before FBSxOWT, I worked in Leuven, east of Brussels at 
a tattoo shop called Needlempire, I enjoyed my tattoo ap-
prenticeship there and worked there for about three years.

“I think my clients contact me through telepathy, 
we’re just connected… no, mostly my clients contact me 

through email or on social media if they are from foreign 
countries, or when I’m travelling. Or if they are from Bel-
gium, they just pass by the shop.”

TIME OUT
“Lately I enjoy travelling and meeting people who share 
the same interests and points of view as I do. I also really 
feel satisfied when I travel a lot, it changes my mind, helps 
me to get out of my comfort zone... my bubble.” •

K R A N K  I T  U P
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Underworld
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Alex Underwood’s unique tattoos of the haunted underworld 
come topside to the realm of the living. It is a dominion full 
of equally monstrous beings; yet here more flesh, less hair/
razor teeth. His black and grey Gothic art moves freely between 
paper and skin, demons line the pages of sketchbooks and 
can be read on the surface of the body. Here the epidermis is 
an illustrated, breathing, and moving page. From the darkest 
depths of the tattooist’s mind light battles darkness, formed 
and realised as an undead army of demonic characters, 
in a state of readiness, poised to devour the living

Pages 
from thE

Underworld
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 @alexunderwood_tattoo

Your work seems to deal with conflicting parallels between light and darkness, both 
aesthetically and in terms of its content, what drew you to working with these types of themes?
I remember even as a kid that I was always lured in by things of a dark nature. I once had a pri-
mary school teacher ask me why I never drew anything nice because I would always be sketch-
ing jars of eyeballs and torture chambers. I would say that I’m captivated by things with an 
authentic Gothic theme. By Gothic, I mean the era; that's why I’m so enticed by content like 
Frankenstein’s monster, Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, Emily Bronte poetry and Victorian post mor-
tem photography. Beyond that, I've always been engaged by death but I've never really viewed 
it as 'dark'. Some 'dark' subjects I'm attracted to for deeper reasons are out of pure interest; 
Dante's Inferno is very interesting to me from that perspective but some subjects attract me 
from a place of morbid curiosity. I've never been able to stomach heavy gore but I've always 
been transfixed by it and I've heard that most humans are; like if a person was standing right in 
front of a speeding train, I'd be caught between looking away and staring.

What sources do you take inspiration form? 
When I see an image or listen to a piece of music that affects my mood, I experience something 
new and my awareness is heightened. I may see a texture or hear a chord progression that stirs 
something in me and helps open my mind to new possibilities and challenges my creative out-
look or preconceived notions on things. Being a tattoo artist, routine is something that often 
feels oppressive and daunting, so for me, its important to alleviate that constant pressure by 
changing up that regime; vary what I’m listening to in the studio, read some historical litera-
ture or exploring a new city can help me experience external stimuli to spur new ideas. 
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Do you use historical materials such as illustrations and 
photographs to form some of your ideas?
Of course! There’s a whole world of history to draw inspi-
ration from, it’s a good way to give your pieces depth. The 
process of tattooing usually starts with the question, “What 
should I draw?” Maybe you don’t know where to begin, 
even if you have a concept that you’d like to explore. It’s val-
uable to expand your horizons by examining some of his-
tory’s cultures and the ideas that other artists have investi-
gated. I love coming across obscure Germanic folklore and 
becoming totally motivated to recreate the mythical beings 

and creatures that haunt these stories. I also really adore 
the authentic pen and ink illustrations that are associated 
with these types of literature; gritty, detailed and grim. I’ve 
definitely undertaken a somewhat similar style in my tat-
toos because I just love that aesthetic appeal.

When looking at your work, especially your designs 
featuring a black raven, one can make reference to the 
macabre, mind-bending writing of Edgar Allan Poe. 
Do the pages of fiction inspire your creativity when 
working on the skin?
Absolutely! Novelists like illustrators make worlds and 
impossible situations out of images. I think this is why 
I practice inside the style that I tattoo, because it helps 
communicate the genre of illustration I’m looking to con-
vey; those etched, fine lined textured drawings originate 
from that era of fiction writing. I also enjoy the simplicity, 
it’s just black ink and I love the contrast that this creates 
when I transfer it onto human skin. Using big bold lines 
and smooth colour blends has a very modern and new 
feel to it, and this is something that I can appreciate but 
I probably could never integrate into my work, for me it 

Dante's Inferno is 
very interesting 
to me from that 
perspective but 
some subjects 
attract me from 
a place of morbid 
curiosity
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would just completely erase what is exclusive about this 
illustrative style of tattooing, and also because I’m useless 
at applying colour to my tattoos! Although I feel it would 
be a detriment to limit myself to this way of tattooing, as 
of recently I am practicing incorporating new techniques 
into my tattooing approaches. I couldn’t imagine any-
thing worse than being trapped in a box churning out the 
same tattoos because of a reluctance to try new things. 

Do you research contemporary artists? 
I don’t necessarily actively seek out new artists but fre-
quently I will see an album illustration, book or film 
cover art, animation or game concept imagery that really 
speaks to me and urges me to explore a particular artist 
further. I’m actually very partial to a few digital paint-
ers who work closely with corporations like Blizzard 
ENT and Games Workshop creating fantasy based art-
work for online gaming. Daarken is one I’ve been follow-
ing for years. I feel like most fantastical and sci-fi based 
artworks are drawn from historical events and folklore 
and the research he has committed himself to in order 

to forge a whole world of eerie environments, creatures 
and obscure characters is evident in his works. His level 
of depth and ability to tell a fictional story based off his-
torical fact is what makes his work so visually enticing for 
me. It makes me think more about how I can compose my 
tattoos in a dynamic interesting way, and I’ve definitely 
learned a lot about dramatic lighting and tones from him, 
which I apply to my designs daily. Of course, I had formal 
art training in University and there are artists like Al-
phonse Mucha whose work I studied on an academic level 
and through examining the beautiful way he illustrates 
has inspired me to experiment with similar techniques 
in my own work.

The practice of drawing on paper seems integral to 
your tattooing practice. What are the benefits of first 
illustrating ideas on paper?
It’s integral to an extent- when I’m drawing flash designs, I 
like to take my time, relax and create my designs at a slow 
pace, this way I can focus on each individual line or dot; I’m 
a very fastidious natured person, so each stroke of my pen 

Being a tattoo artist, routine 
is something that often feels 

oppressive and daunting, so for 
me, its important to alleviate that 

constant pressure
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must create a perfect line. When I’m drawing concepts for 
tattoos, I prefer a digital approach and use my Wacom Cin-
tiq tablet because it helps me create designs faster and al-
lows me to make changes very easily, this significantly cuts 
down the time I expend creating compositions for clients 
to see. I also prefer the loosened, unrestricted methods of 
creating a stencil digitally; usually I will only include basic 
outlines with very little detail in my concepts, this allows 
some playful room for improvisation when I start tattoo-
ing the design; if I were to churn out a fully finished design 
for my clients, then they would expect that exact image to 
be transferred onto their skin, so it would put pressure on 
me but also, it would turn me into a printer, even though 
it’s my own design, I wouldn’t be able to make any changes 
on the spot that I might think would enhance the tattoo, 
since not everything translates well from paper to skin. 

What changes do you have to consider when 
transforming a drawing on a lifeless sheet of paper to 
the moving and breathing medium of the skin?
There are many varying technical factors to consider so I 

will quickly describe a few that I commonly discuss with 
clients. Things I likely need to take into account is ‘What 
does the client want?’ and ‘Where do they want it?’ If the 
client’s idea isn’t the right shape for where they want it, 
then their idea will either need moved to a location where 
it will flow better with their body, or the composition of 
their idea will need to be reformatted to fit within the 
placement that they’ve insisted on. For example, if a client 
wanted something that was horizontally long but wanted 
it on an area of the body that’s vertically tall -like the up-
per arm- then I would need to discuss with the client what 
would be the best approach in order to make their ideas 
possible. Level of detail and the ‘Test of Time’ is some-
thing else I’m frequently explaining to my clients, for me 
it’s really important that the tattoo I create for them will 
age well, so often I politely ask my clients to compromise 
on how many elements they would like in their tattoo. 
When tattooing in the past I used larger gauged liners but 
after I seen a few of them healed, I wasn’t entirely happy 
with how the lines had developed (as they naturally do), 
and I also realised that some areas on the body expanded 

I love coming across obscure 
Germanic folklore and becoming 
totally motivated to recreate the 
mythical beings and creatures that 
haunt these stories
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the lines more-so than others, like the thigh for example. 
So to combat this, I opted to start using thinner liners and 
I’m now very content at how they’re looking healed. So in 
conclusion, you will need to compromise on many things, 
and trial and error will guide you in directions that best 
accommodate your style of tattooing.

How do you develop a client’s idea into a tattoo that 
suits your tattooing style?
It really depends on the piece, but habitually I will start 
out by gathering references. For example, if the design 
were an animal then I would use photographic reference 
to make sure it’s as accurate to the real thing as I am able 
to make it. Recently I’ve been trying to introduce some 
realistic values into my tattoos, for me, it adds that little 
layer of depth that I feel my work has been devoid of in the 
past. After that I try and figure out how to create the de-
sign in an interesting and dynamic way. From time to time 
you may receive an idea from a client that you feel could 
potentially look lame or stupid but your job is to take that 

lame idea and make it cool. That part alone can be a great 
challenge but it can also be a force that pushes you to be-
come a better artist!

When you create a tattoo what is the most important 
aspect you want to convey?
Honestly, in most cases I haven’t totally figured out how I’m 
going to illustrate details or how I’m going to solve compo-
sitional problems, I just love to draw. But it’s like you men-
tioned at the beginning of the interview, my work highlights 
the conflicting parallels of light and dark and that contrast 
is something that I’ve always been fascinated by and try to 
invoke into my work each day; I just love the elegance of 
black ink on pale skin and the way I am able to add fine de-
tails without the risk of losing them after a few years. I still 
have a lot to learn but seeing my progression with each tat-
too is very validating and being surrounded by amazing art-
ists who inspire me and provoke that drive in me to try to 
elevate me work is something I will continue to work on! •

I couldn’t imagine anything 
worse than being trapped in a box 

churning out the same tattoos 
because of a reluctance to try 

new things
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ADAM WHITE • AUGUSTINE NEZUMI • CHRIS HILL
DAVID SOLBERG • JO TALBOT • JONNY FIRTH

LIZ CLEMENTS • LORENA MORATO • MARCO MATARESE
MARTYNA MAJCZUK • MIKE MADDOX • MIKE MOSES

ROSE PRICE • TOM SUGAR
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INSTAGRAM.COM/AWHITE.TATTOO
FACEBOOK.COM/ALCHEMYTATTOOSTUDIOADAM WHITE
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INSTAGRAM.COM/GIMMELOVETATTOO
INSANESKINART@YAHOO.COMAUGUSTINE NEZUMI
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INSTAGRAM.COM/ARMSLIKEWINGS
BELFASTCITYSKINWORKS.COMCHRIS HILL
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INSTAGRAM.COM/SOL3030_TATTOOS
SOL3030.DS@GMAIL.COMDAVID SOLBERG
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INSTAGRAM.COM/MINERVALODGETATTOOCLUB
MINERVALODGETATTOOCLUB.COMJO TALBOT
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INSTAGRAM.COM/FIRTHJONNY
SORRYMUM13@GMAIL.COMJONNY FIRTH
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INSTAGRAM.COM/LSBETH
INFO@LIZCLEMENTS.CO.UKLIZ CLEMENTS
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INSTAGRAM.COM/NINMESARRA
NINMESARRATATTOO@GMAIL.COM LORENA MORATO
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INSTAGRAM.COM/MARCOCMATARESE
MARCOCMATARESE.COMMARCO MATARESE
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INSTAGRAM.COM/TYNAMAJCZUK
TYNA@BODYFIKACJE.COMMARTYNA MAJCZUK
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INSTAGRAM.COM/XMIKEXMADDOX
MIKE_MADDOX@HOTMAIL.CO.UK MIKE MADDOX
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INSTAGRAM.COM/CAULDRON_TATTOO
CAULDRONTATTOO.COMMIKE MOSES
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INSTAGRAM.COM/ROSEPRICETATTOO
ROSEPRICETATTOO@HOTMAIL.COMROSE PRICE



INSTAGRAM.COM/TOMSUGAR_TATTOO
TOMSUGAR1@INTERIA.PLTOM SUGAR
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What do you do when life changes and the achievements you worked 
so hard to accomplish no longer produce what you had grown used 

to? A generation ago our parents were working hard for one employer 
their entire lives, chasing the carrot of retirement…



Horror stories abound during that time of peo-
ple being laid off right before retirement, the 
dreams they worked so hard for, slipping out 
of their hands. Today, our generation is going 

to college, to graduate school, following what they believe 
to be the right path to a successful career through hard 
work. These same students are now entering a workforce 
with less job opportunity than ever; these students did all 
the right things but their reward is unemployment. When 
life doesn’t pan out the way we planned, what do we do? 

Jeff Ensminger is a tattooist that I have admired and 
been friends with for years. He and I have been tattoo-
ing for about the same amount of time, and our careers 
took similar paths. Both Jeff and I benefited from the tat-
too boom in the early 2000’s. 
Tattoo television and the 
rise of social media created a 
generation of tattooers that 
quickly found themselves be-
ing thrust into the public eye 
of a niche culture. Tattooers 
like Jeff and I found ourselves 
booked out with custom tat-
toos after only tattooing for a 
few years. Like a band chart-
ing with their first single, 
we began to see the world 
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through the eyes of quick success. We are now experienc-
ing the repercussions of tattooing being thrust into the 
pressure cooker of our modern internet world. Tattooists 
are now finding themselves placing a sense of personal 
self worth in how many likes and trophies they receive, 
things that have no basis in reality. I remember hearing 
the warnings by seasoned veterans of tattooing, warn-
ings of the tattoo industry being over saturated, a peak oil 
event of tattooing. As of 2016, in the United States alone 

there are over an estimated 
45,000 tattooists, with that 
number growing exponen-
tially worldwide. The genie is 
out of the bottle, and there is 
no looking back. Where does 
that put tattooists like Jeff 
and myself, and a countless 
amount of others that came 
up in our generation?

How we get to this career 
fork in the road? To under-
stand the trajectory of an in-

I REMEMBER SEEING THAT STUFF 
AND THINKING IT WAS FREAKING 
AMAZING, WIZARDS WITH CRYSTAL 
BALLS AND GRIM REAPERS
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T H E  S E R P E N T S  O F  B I E N V I L L E

KIDS USUALLY START THAT IN HIGH SCHOOL… I GOT STARTED EARLY. 
I GOT STARTED AND BLAMED IT ON MOTLEY CRUE.

credibly successful tattooist, let’s look at the career Jeff 
Ensminger has created so far. One of my favourite things 
about Jeff is his sense of humour, and like all iconic tat-
tooists, Jeff is an incredible storyteller. Here’s Jeff’s story 
about his first exposure to tattoos. 

“The first time I saw tattoos and thought ‘That’s a piece 
of art work on the skin,’ where I really realised what that 
was, was on one of my uncles. He was a biker and had all 
these crazy black and grey biker tattoos. I remember see-
ing that stuff and thinking it was freaking amazing, wiz-
ards with crystal balls and grim reapers. It was a grim 
reaper forced perspective with a double barrel shot gun 
pointed out at you with smoke coming out of it. Even be-
ing 6 or 7, I thought it was the most amazing thing you 
could ever have, these tattoos.”

Today Jeff’s work reflects that first exposure. Just like 
any successful artist, every incident in Jeff’s life becomes 
like a tool in his belt, something he will use along the way. 
The skulls and wizards he now tattoos would probably 
put his Uncle’s to shame. With Jeff, the more you learn 
about his road to tattooing, the more you began to un-
derstand and see where this incredible creator gets the 
wherewithal to remain dedicated to tattooing during it’s 
tumultuous storms, maintaining that forward motion. 
A pivotal moment in his life that helped shaped this was 
something unexpected, his arrest at a young age. Jeff says,

“My mom didn’t have money. We didn’t have a lot of 

money, and I don’t want to blame it on money but I didn’t 
get a lot, no toys. Didn’t get the things that I felt like every-
one around me was getting. So what did I do, I stole them. 
I was just stealing a lot at the time. Obviously it was bad, it 
was great I got arrested, I got what I deserved. I became a 
little thief with a bunch of kids doing the same crap, being 
wild. Kids usually start that in high school… I got started 
early. I got started and blamed it on Motley Crue.”

He continues about how it affected his life, 
“That was a pivotal moment in my life, I got in trouble. 

Enough trouble that I had to pay off all these fines by do-
ing manual labor when I’m in the 6th grade. I was defi-
nitely in a chain gang, or the child equivalent. You could 
rent youth labor, and that’s how we would work off our 
restitution. So I had to spend time at a juvenile facility 
and do this outsourced labor, it was churches that would 
rent the kids to do this stuff. The money went to pay for 
the juvenile facility. I remember digging a trench for a 
pastor’s hot tub, at his house. It’s hot as hell and we’re out 
there with a pick axe digging a trench.”

If we are going to get through the situations life serves 
us, we have to keep going, and never look back. If that is a 
12 year old digging a trench with a pick ax, or if it’s living 
through the experience of injecting ink into one’s skin in 
the hope of creating one’s first tattoo, we have to keep go-
ing, but I will let Jeff tell that story a little better.

“When I was in the 6th grade I had a teacher, not really 



 S K I N  D E E P  M A G A Z I N E  •  6 5

a teacher but a teacher assistant, she was a bit younger. She had 
to have only been like 18 or 19. So she had this cross with the little 
rays, total Chicano style gang tattoo, it was on her hand, between 
the thumb and pointer finger. I remember I saw it one day and I 
had to have been the only kid that noticed that tattoo on that girls 
hand and thought it was the most amazing thing, cause no one 
else gave a crap about that, but me. I saw it from across the room 
and asked, ‘what’s that tattoo on your hand?’ She said her brother 
gave it to her a long time ago. I asked how, and she said, ‘With a 
needle and thread,’ and went into how you would hand poke this 
tattoo. Thinking about this now, no teacher should ever tell a kid 
how to give themselves a hand poked tattoo. She realised it right 
when she said it, she was like, ‘It’s not a good thing, so you don’t 
want to do it.’

“So what did I do that night? I get home, I got the needle, the 

India ink, the thread, and here I am trying to poke 
a cross into my hand. I am like a wienie little kid, 
and I don’t want to poke myself with needles, so 
I’m trying to do it, but it just didn’t seem to want 
to go in. So what made the most sense to me was, 
“How do you INJECT the ink into the skin?” I 
couldn’t figure that out. I was like, how’s a needle 
going to INJECT the ink? So the only thing that 
made sense to me was a syringe.”

I just want to pause the story there, let that sink in…
INJECT the ink…
with a syringe…
Ok Jeff, continue, 
“So the next day I was at one of my friends hous-

es, and his dad had diabetes. He had a little sharps 
container, and fresh, in the package syringes. And I 
was like, ‘oh, shoot are those syringes?’ and he was 
like, ‘yeah’ so I asked  ‘can I have one?’

He totally gave me one and there I was, that 
night, down in my basement, I lived in the base-
ment, an unfinished basement with Guns n Ros-
es, Metallica and Anthrax posters all over it. 

I had the India ink out, I had it cause I was an art-
ist, I was going to art school at the time. I had India 
ink, I had it for drawing, I had a full calligraphy kit. 
I think it was a Higgins Calligraphy kit I had out. I 
loaded the syringe up with the ink, and I’m barely 
sticking it in the skin. I’m thinking, ‘I have to get it 

SO WHAT DID I DO THAT 
NIGHT? I GET HOME, I GOT 
THE NEEDLE, THE INDIA INK, 
THE THREAD, AND HERE I AM 
TRYING TO POKE A CROSS 
INTO MY HAND
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in there, but I don’t want it to hurt.’ I know I gotta get it in 
the skin, just enough, you don’t want to get it all the way 
through, but you have to get it in there a little bit. So as 
I’m poking it through, it’s going through every little layer, 
and I’m like, ‘Oh, I’m in there,’ and I’m all excited, cause 
I got it worked. Then I squeeze the syringe and I realise, 
‘Whoa, I squeezed it way too much,’ cause I have some-
thing that is almost a dime sized spot thats just bulbous. 
I pulled the needle out and I turned my hand because I 
was frightened, I had a bubble of ink that stuck out like 
2 or 3 millimetres. It was the most frightening thing, all 
I could think of at that point was, ‘why the hell did I just 
do that?’  Cause I seriously thought that I was going to in-
ject a line into my skin. It’s the most ridiculous thing, but 
immediately after I did that all I could think about was 
how they talk about how you shouldn’t do drugs in school 
and somehow, if you use a needle, you’re going to catch a 
disease. So the first thing I thought when I saw that bub-

…I COULDN’T FIGURE THAT OUT. 
I WAS LIKE, HOW’S A NEEDLE 
GOING TO INJECT THE INK? SO 
THE ONLY THING THAT MADE 
SENSE TO ME WAS A SYRINGE. 
(I JUST WANT TO PAUSE THERE, 
LET THAT SINK IN…)
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After doing some research online and making a large mon-
etary investment, Jeff had the makings of tattooer focused 
printing company. Today that company is called Southern 
Cross Press. In the next issue we will talk to Jeff about that 
transition into printmaking, and how that dedication to 
forward momentum can inspire us all to continue through 
the storms life serves us, and how moving forward is truly 
transformative, creating positive change. 

Jeff tattoos at his private studio, Speak of the Devil in Aus-
tin, Texas, USA.  To learn more about Jeff, purchase his art, 
or for booking inquiries visit www.jeffensminger.com •

T H E  S E R P E N T S  O F  B I E N V I L L E

ble in my hand was, ‘Oh my god, I’ve got AIDS.’ I’d sweat 
every time I thought about it for at least a year, thinking 
that I had AIDS.

It took a while to go down, it went down after maybe a 
week or two. Obviously your body is going to absorb up 
that liquid. So I was left with this thing, it ended up just 
being a dot. It really subsided a lot. It looked like it was 
the size of a dime at first, but I ended up with just a big 
fuzzy dot. It was very fuzzy, it was my very first blow out.”

This spirit of inquiry and passion for moving forward 
takes us back to the beginning of our piece, back to the 
question asked, what do you do when life changes and the 
achievements you worked so hard to accomplish no long-
er produce the same results that we had grown used to? 
In our very saturated tattoo culture I have watched good 
tattooists have their schedule lighten up. The well can be-
gin to go dry, and the blame game begins. In part two we 
will discuss what Jeff Ensminger did when he was faced 
with this difficulty, and how he took the lessons learned in 
his childhood to continue to move forward, paving a new 
road, and helping tattooers around the world. Jeff’s road 
became print making.

About 12-13 years ago Jeff started getting his first giclée 
fine art prints made. He found that sometimes that process 
can be a little difficult for a tattooer because the people that 
usually do that type of printing are dealing with a different 
clientele and they’re not always interested in same things 
as tattooers. He wondered why there wasn’t a fine art 
printing company that catered to the tattoo community. 

T H E  S E R P E N T S  O F  B I E N V I L L E

IN OUR VERY SATURATED TATTOO 
CULTURE I HAVE WATCHED 
GOOD TATTOOISTS HAVE THEIR 
SCHEDULE LIGHTEN UP. THE WELL 
CAN BEGIN TO GO DRY, AND THE 
BLAME GAME BEGINS…
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The American poet, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, once 
described music as “the universal language of mankind”. 
Whether that’s overstating the matter or not, we couldn’t 
possibly say, but it sure as hell makes a great conversation 
starter as Wayne Simmons surveys the work of Philip Harris

philipharrisillustration.co.uk   philipharrisillustration   philipharrisillustration

As I hit up Philip Harris, an illus-
trator based in Devon, I’ve got 
country guitar man Rodney 
Crowell’s latest album, Close 

Ties, on the ol’ boom box and it seems 
only polite to ask what he’s spinning. “I’m 
stuck in a time warp at the moment,” he 
laughs. “Find myself mostly listening 
to blues from the 50s and 60s, guys like 
Howlin’ Wolf, Memphis Slim, Champion 
Jack Dupree.” 

The time warp thing doesn’t surprise 
me. Music, after all, is something you 
pick up along the way. Tastes are shaped 
by earlier experiences with family and 
growing up—for better and for worse. My 
dad listened to a lot of Johnny Cash and 
The Hollies back in the day and, while 

I’ve gone through a hundred other styles 
along the way, I find myself returning to 
those country and 60s influences in lat-
er life. For Philip, it’s been the same. He 
picked up a love of collecting vinyl from 
his folks, as well as his passion for art. “My 
mum always loved illustrated books like 
the works of Arthur Rackham and Ivan 
Bilibin and I was so used to having them 
around that I bought my own copies when 
I moved out.”

And then there’s his grandfather. Phil-
ip doesn’t actually remember him as he 
sadly passed away when he was still a 
baby. But he was quite the gent, by all ac-
counts, and an artist to boot. Served in 
the RAF during the second world war and 
produced illustrations for some of their 

An Illustrated Man
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publications. Later, he became an art teacher but contin-
ued working on his personal sketchbooks, many of which 
found their way into Philip’s hands while he was grow-
ing up. “I always remember them being incredibly me-
ticulous. He spent a lot of time drawing landscapes and 
cathedrals around the country and every detail seemed 
to be observed.” When Philip started art college, he was 
given his Grandfather’s collection of dip pens and knibs. 
It was then that he started to really hone his own style. 
“I think at least part of the appeal is the link to my family 
history but I really enjoyed discovering the tactile nature 
of using pen and ink, the weight of the line and ability to 

crosshatch or stipple areas in a rela-
tively quick timeframe. It can take 
multiple attempts for me to get it 
right and the ink can end up going 
all over the place but I just really 
enjoy the method of putting pen to 
paper and drawing.”

He still uses those same pens and 
nibs today, evoking all those memories, the people and 
places from his youth, and incorporating them into his 
art. There’s an earthy vibe to what he’s putting out, ani-
mals and nature common themes, and as we talk it’s obvi-
ous that this, too, comes from days gone by. “Growing up 
in Devon, I was always dragged to different moors, wood-
lands and beaches by my parents. At the time I didn’t re-
ally appreciate being too far away from my friends and 
video games, but, again as I’ve got older, I’ve grown and 
learned to appreciate being surrounded by nature.”

And then there’s his portrait work, often characters 
from popular culture and music such as Bowie and one 

A N  I L L U S T R A T E D  M A N

My mum always loved illustrated 
books like the works of Arthur 
Rackham and Ivan Bilibin and 
I was so used to having them 
around that I bought my own 
copies when I moved out
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of my musical heroes, Mr Nick Cave. 
The writer in me can’t help but wonder 
if there’s an element of method-acting 
involved in portraiture—if, like writing, 
you try to almost live in your character’s 
shoes as you sketch, try to become them. 
“It is similar,” Philip reckons. “Like, with 
illustrations, I do attempt to capture an 
individual’s character. Whenever I draw 
a portrait for my sketchbook I always like 
to draw people I am inspired by and often it’s musicians 
whose lyrics I feel tell a story. That way I feel connected 
to that person and try and capture the emotion or story 
from a particular song or set of lyrics. I find myself re-
working their expressions so they capture the mood or 
character I have in mind. When I’m drawing animals, it’s 
a little different. I find you can be a bit more experimental 
with linework and crosshatching. With people, it needs to 
be more planned: I approach this by building up multiple 
layers of dotwork so it’s a more controlled result.”

Interesting that he mentions dotwork. A lot of Philip’s 
work, particularly the t-shirt and board designs he’s done 
in the past, seem to draw upon tattooing but it’s more of 
an old school traditional tattoo vibe I see going on than 
anything tribal. I know he has tattoos himself and I’m 
just wondering when tattooing came onto Philip’s radar 
and how much of an impact it had on his own art when he 
started to get tattooed. Once again, it’s all about the past, 
those formative years of exploration.

“When I started college, my friends and I listened to a 

Whenever I draw a portrait for 
my sketchbook I always like to 

draw people I am inspired by 
and often it’s musicians whose 

lyrics I feel tell a story
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lot of alternative music and many of the bands and artists 
I looked up to had traditional tattoos. I guess I was influ-
enced by that.” It was traditional he turned to when get-
ting his first tattoo, something of a souvenir as it happens. 
“Quite a few years ago, I travelled across the States with a 
friend and we stumbled upon the work of Tyson Taumaoe. 
His work mixed elements of traditional and illustration 
and I was really drawn to it, so I asked him to design a for-
tune teller for my arm.” 

As an artist,  there’s 
bound to be the tempta-
tion to be a bit of a control 
freak when it comes to 
getting ink, finding it hard 
to let go off the reins. But 
Philip tells me he likes to 

be vague when approaching a tattooist—he wants them 
to bring their own ideas to the design. For his most re-
cent ink, he’s gone a lot closer to home, both in terms of 
location and theme, taking our convo full circle. “Aaron 
Frost adds a more modern touch to the traditional style 
of tattooing and Gem Carter, like myself, draws inspira-
tion from nature and wildlife.”

Oh and, yeah, you guessed it—they’re both based 
in Devon. •

A N  I L L U S T R A T E D  M A N

When I’m drawing animals, it’s a 
little different. I find you can be a bit 
more experimental with linework and 
crosshatching





7 6  •  S K I N  D E E P  M A G A Z I N E

D
av

id
 L

as
so



 S K I N  D E E P  M A G A Z I N E  •  7 7

She may have started tattooing just five years 
ago, but Chavonna ‘Bang’ Rhodes already has 
more tales to tell than most. From joining the 
military while attending Savannah College of 
Art and Design to discovering her passion for 
tattooing in her dorm room to appearing on Ink 
Master: Shop Wars, Rhodes’ tattoo story is a 
whirlwind. Add to that the fact that she’s had 
to prove herself as both a female artist and a 
tattooer of colour and you’ve got one of the 
most exciting young talents working today
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www.BangInk.com  www.TriCitiesTattoo.com

“A member from the casting team 
reached out to me via email when 
they saw some of my work on Ins-
tagram,” recalls Rhodes of the start 

of her Ink Master journey. “They asked me 
if I had someone in mind that I would like to 
bring on the show from my shop. That’s when I 
asked pretty much everyone in the shop if they 
would be down,” she laughs. “Dave was excited 
about it and agreed to come along with me.”

 “I always considered being on the show, 
but didn’t really think I’d make it on, only be-
cause tons of artists try to get on and never 
make it,” she admits. “I enjoyed watching it 
and seeing the artists, but didn’t really pic-
ture myself on the show until they reached 
out. It didn’t take much convincing, though. I 
remember when I received the original email 
from them asking if I was interested, I was 
shocked and agreed right away!”

But it wasn’t just any ol’ season of Ink Mas-
ter she was cast on, it was the  series’ inau-
gural Shop Wars format. “Being cast on the 
first-ever Shop Wars, I was more excited 
than nervous,” she reveals. “Excited because 
we were the first and that title alone was 
enough for me. I wasn’t necessarily nervous 
because I had my partner Dave to back me up. 
He’s been tattooing a lot longer than me, so I 
felt a greater sense of comfort.”

“I would definitely say working in pairs had 
its upsides,” she continues. “I learned dif-
ferent techniques while tattooing, got to ex-
periment with different machines and pick 
Dave’s brain a little.” But Season 9 also pre-
sented its challenges. 

“I definitely agree that we have strong per-
sonalities and butted heads at times,” she 
says, instantly adding, “but so did the other 
teams. This was our first time working to-
gether on this type of platform. Yes, we work 
at the same shop, but never on a tattoo, so it 
was very new to us. I think competing sepa-
rately as a team would have been great, as 
we would have both gotten the chance to 
showcase what we are capable of without the 
strain or stress of compromising on ideas.”

LIFE ON SET 
“An average day on set was pretty long and 
there was a lot of hurry up and wait,” says 
Rhodes. “Production was very good with ca-
tering to our needs, as far as trying to make 
us comfortable while on set, as well as when 
we weren’t filming, but there were definitely 
some times when I was just exhausted.” 

BANG
BANG
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Atlanta Ink
“The tattoo scene in 

Atlanta is pretty diverse. 
I like it because it’s not 
overly saturated with 

tattoo shops like some 
other states. There’s a lot 
of room for growth here 

and amazing potential to 
strive as a tattoo artist.”

“What surprised me most about the TV 
experience was how many hours of filming 
it takes to get just an hour of TV time!” she 
elaborates. “I had no clue it took that much 
time!” Time she put to good use “meeting 
the artists and learning different techniques 
from them. The artists were pretty cool off-
camera and offered a lot of advice.”

By the same token, however, “the worst 
part was living in the house and sharing your 
personal space with some of the artists. It 
seemed like the longer we stayed, the more 
irritated I would get with the living situation. 
There was no privacy and man, mind you, we 
were not aloud to leave the loft, so it was me 
seeing the artists and production team 24/7.”

I point out that she’s since returned to Ink 
Master: Redemption, which must mean she 
wasn’t totally turned off by reality TV, and 
she laughs, “I love the reality thing, for the 
most part. I really felt the need to redeem 
myself and show the world that I have what it 
takes. I’m glad I got to compete against Dave 

on Redemption and win my canvas over. I 
think it proved a lot of the critics wrong, in-
cluding Dave.”

GROWIN’ UP RHODES
“I started tattooing in my dorm room in col-
lege for a month or two before getting an ap-
prenticeship,” says Rhodes, rewinding all the 
way back to Day 1. “I was always into tattoos 
and after attending Savannah College of Art 
and Design for my first year, I felt like I was 
pretty well rounded in a lot of different me-
diums. Tattooing not being one of them,” she 
laughs. “I wanted to receive the right men-
torship and decided to get it straight from 
the source: a tattoo shop.”

“I decided to transition to an apprentice-
ship instead of going the self-taught route be-
cause it’s the more professional and accepted 
route,” she explains. “I didn’t want to be con-
sidered a ‘scratcher’ in the tattoo community. 
I’m all about professionalism and gaining 
knowledge from a trained professional. Be-
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Back To 
Reality

“I didn’t really face any 
challenges when coming 

back home from Ink 
Master, but only because 
I made sure I took a little 
break. I needed time to 

readjust.”

ing an apprentice was very tough and had its 
downsides, but I knew that, in the long run, it 
would be beneficial and that I’d gain respect 
from my peers.”

Today, she can be found working at Tri-
Cities Tattoo Company, which is where she 
got her start. “I did some research on the 
shop and actually reached out to Dave who 
was already working there at the time,” she 
remembers. “He advised me to come in and 
talk to the owner about getting an appren-
ticeship.” She did just that and has “been 
with the company for five years now.”

In addition to learning to tattoo, Rhodes’ 
stint in college saw her doing something else 
that might come as a surprise: joining the 
military. “Upon graduating, I was commis-
sioned as an Officer, a Second Lieutenant,” 
she says. “I was actually recruited in college 
to join the Reserve Officers' Training Corps 
(ROTC) in exchange for them paying my 
tuition. My contract is for eight years in the 
Army Reserve and, as of December, I’ll have 

done five years. I am now a First Lieutenant 
making Captain by the end of the year.”

FIGHT FOR YOUR RIGHT 
“I think being a female artist is a challenge in 
itself, but because I am an artist of colour, it 
makes it a little more challenging to be tak-
en seriously in my career,” declares Rhodes 
who’s no stranger to having to stand up for 
herself. In fact, it’s how she got her nickname. 

“Growing up in Boston, I guess you could 
say I was a tomboy,” she starts. “I would fight 
a lot and had this ‘Fuck ‘em!’ attitude. One 
fight specifically got me the name Bang Bang. 
It was during middle school, the last few days 
before summer break and graduation, when 
this girl named Fiona called me out, wanting 
to fight. The girl was huge and I had no idea 
why she wanted to fight me, but we ended up 
fighting and little ol’ me won!” 

“The very next day, the kids at school were 
calling me Rocky, but because of the way 
I wore my hair, with bangs, they quickly 
started calling me Bang Bang. I shortened 
the name once I got into the tattoo world.” 
Which, at times, has mirrored those school-

David Lasso



8 0  •  S K I N  D E E P  M A G A Z I N E

Visiting ATL
“If you guys were to visit 

for 24 hours, some of the 
places I’d take you to for 

the ultimate ATL experience 
would be: Atlantic Station, 

Lenox Mall, Little Five 
Points, Magic City and 

Edgewood. I think we could 
manage to visit all of those 
places in a day — Atlanta 

never sleeps!”

yard encounters.
“There were a few times when men 

came into Tri-Cities to get tattooed and 
were shocked to find out that I would be 
tattooing them,” she says. “There was 
one time in particular when a client made 
a comment, saying, “You’re going to tattoo 
me? You’re a female, I don’t know, I’ve never 
had a female tattoo me.” As if it was a prob-
lem. You don’t see a lot of female tattoo artists 
of colour these days and the ones you do see, 
how good are they? That is the question.”

Which brings us to Ink Master’s newest 
spinoff, Ink Master: Angels. “I don’t think it’s 
solely based on gender,” she says. “I believe it’s 
highlighting some of the previous Ink Mas-
ter females and giving them that platform to 
compete once again. I think the concept is a 
great idea! In this male-dominated industry, 
it's great to shed light on some female talent 
and perhaps inspire more female artists.”

As for Rhodes, she’s currently focused on 
“building my brand and doing a lot of con-
ventions. I just finished up with a few in 
New Jersey, Florida and New York. Keep 
a lookout for me in Miami, Long Island, 
Philadelphia and Chicago, to name a 
few.” And remember, Chavonna ‘Bang’ 
Rhodes is “a multitalented young 
woman on the rise as an amazing tat-
too artist.” •

B A N G  B A N G
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BLOOD
ON THE
TRACKS

As the world gets smaller (at least on a business scale) and it gets ever easier to 
travel around it, it’s no surprise that in niche industries—such as tattooing—a few 

names seem to consistently and persistently rise to the top. That also means if 
you’re game for the challenge and make the right moves, there’s a place for you too

www.kamilaburzymowska.pl

Once upon a  time—possi-
bly even in my lifetime as 
editor of Skin Deep—a lot 
of writers and tattooers 

would freely admit tattooing was dic-
tated to by the old school, dominated 
by men and an exceptionally hard 
industry to get into. While this may 
still be true, it’s only that way if you 
want it to be. I can point out dozens 
and dozens of talented people who 
have broken all of these rules and 
dozens more will turn up to knock 
on this door on a daily basis too. It’s 
a ‘game’ at which you can sky-rocket 
very quickly if you’re good.

From this end of the street, there 
are very few photographers I like to 
work with. I could count them on one 
hand and have no desire to start on 
the other hand just yet. Of the fingers 
available to me, Kamila Burzymows-

ka has turned into a very important 
one. Her ability to capture the spirit 
of a tattoo convention is second to 
none. There’s nobody quite like her 
in this respect—she has The Eye. The 
Eye that tells you what’s important 
to pay attention to and what’s not. 
You wouldn’t believe how hard I find 
it to sift out what we’re going to print 
from what we’re not when she mails 
in her show selections. 

I don’t really need an excuse to 
print her work here—it speaks for it-
self—but I figured I would fire a few 
questions over to her anyway.

You’ve had a busy year. You’ve 
started heading out of Poland 
and visiting different countries 
to shoot in. What are your plans 
for 2018 and how are you finding 
the other shows? Sometimes 

the countries themselves can be 
something of a culture shock but 
once you are inside the show, it 
always feels like family, right? 
Yes, I have been to ten tattoo conven-
tions this year including Deauville 
Tattoo Festival and International 
Brussels Tattoo Convention. It’s been 
the busiest year of my whole life. Al-
together, I think I shot over thirty 
tattoo events doing reportage. I can’t 
say too much yet about other tattoo 
conventions abroad because I have 
only done two and there are still so 
many places I would like to go—Lon-
don, Milan, Hong Kong, Dortmund 
or Barcelona—but I enjoyed these 
two shows a lot. People are so nice 
and everyone wants a picture. This 
is very nice for me as a photographer. 

You have a good point that inside 
of tattoo conventions everybody 
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B L O O D  O N  T H E  T R A C K S

is so nice. I love that family atmos-
phere and buzzing sound of tattoo-
ing machines. 

My plans for next year are not set 
in concrete—not yet. I would like to 
visit Deauville and Brussels again. I 
am also talking with a few other in-
ternational tattoo conventions but 
for now I can't say more. It is not 
easy to find interested organisers 
who would like to cooperate with 
tattoo photographers. 

The problem—as many other pho-
tographers will also tell you—is, if you 
have a camera and Facebook or Ins-

tagram page you are a ‘professional 
photographer’. It is very sad that some 
organisers do not realise that good 
photos are one of the most impor-
tant things they need for their show. 
It is very sad how they do not respect 
their own hard work. This is very big 
problem for me as a photographer 
who wants to takes pictures only of 
the tattooed community. Bad pictures 
can ruin all your afford with your show 
but great pictures (even if your show 
weren't great) can make it so that peo-
ple want to be at your event again!” 

(Around here, we like to call those 
instagram people ‘tourists’. The tat-
too industry is the first to scream 
blue murder and point at the fire in 
the hole when somebody untrained 
in their craft opens a studio but this 
amateur photographer lark is as out 

of control as scratchers ever were… 
and if I’m honest here, the same is 
true of tattoo writers. Anyway...) 

What equipment are you using 
on the road? Do you take all of 
your gear with you or have you 
learned to cut it down? I have 
done a lot of travelling with 
photographers and the amount of 
gear they carry around is… well, 
it’s one of the reasons I write.
Haha. Mostly I work with only one 
body and two lenses. I think I’ve 
found the best option for me which 
I can afford right now. I can’t un-
derstand and it is a little bit strange 
when I see all these ‘Mr. Photogra-
phers’ with a lot of equipment when 
they are shooting on auto settings! 
Give me your money!
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It is not the gear doing pictures but 
the photographer. 

I want to mention this here because 
most of the photographers I come 
across look down at me and no one 
takes me seriously! They look at me 
and their eyes say ‘Little girl! What are 
you doing here?! Don't you see that I 
have three bodies and five lenses and I 
am a professional photographer!’

Then later, they invite you to be 
friends on Facebook and ask what 
kind of lens I use.

I recently declared you the 
‘best show photographer in the 
world’. I meant it too. You have 
an ability to bring to life what a 
show is about. When you started 
out, was that your intention?
That was the nicest things that I have 
read about my work! I really appreci-
ate it—I am aware that I can be better 

though and there is a lot to 
do but right now I am hand-
cuffed by the gear. I've 
worked with this camera 
for the last two years and 
it’s time for a change and 
to move up to the next level 
but right now I can't afford 
a full professional body—
it’s not a cheap game to be 
in that’s for sure.

One of my favourite 
photographers is David 
LaChapelle. When I first 
went to s tattoo convention, 

I knew what I want to shoot! So many 
colours, such a family and friendly at-
mosphere, so many smiling people! 
I love it. Blank is boring! Tattoo con-
ventions always have their own magic. 

In many countries, like Poland for 
example, tattoos have negative con-
notations. What I always wanted was 
to change peoples attitude about tat-
tooing when they see my work. When 
someone who has never been to a tat-
too convention says: ‘Oh my God! So 
many beautiful smiling people! I want 
to be there with them next time!’—I 
will know I’ve done my job well.

Out of interest, do you ever shoot 
on film? Have you ever shot on 
film? I guess you’re of a generation 
who has never needed to. 
Yes, I am 25 and absolutely from the 
digital generation. I graduated with 
honours  from Warsaw Academy of 
Photography and one of the classes 
was using analog cameras. I even 
tried to do pictures using only black 
box inside with very small hole and 
film—it’s called Camera Obscura. 
These were very useful classes. It 
teaches humility very much. 

This is something that everyone 
who wants to be a good photogra-
pher should try. This is so different to 
digital shooting. When you try it, your 
point of view of what you can do with 
your digital camera will change. I don’t 
shoot with analog camera anymore 
but it would be great in the future if I 
could try to do something with it. •

B L O O D  O N  T H E  T R A C K S
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Helen Fernandes is a tattooer like no other. For starters, the 26-year-old 
Brazilian artist is a mechanical engineer by trade. A field she’s actively pursuing 

while making a name for herself in the tattoo world with quite the unique 
style. Dubbed “malfeitona,” meaning “badly done” in Portuguese, Fernandes’ 
sketch-like tattoos are taking social media by storm and immediately caught 

our attention in a sea of Instagram posts. We simply had to pay her a visit. 

 malfeitona

Helen 
Fernandes 

on… exploring 
new styles 

I can do a straight, clear, 
solid line and sometimes, 
people ask for small stars, 
hearts, diamonds, infinity 
symbols and so on. I do 

them, but I don’t post those 
on Instagram because 
I think they’re outside 

the scope of malfeitona. 
Eventually, I would like to 

work with very dark styles. 
I’ve tried some before, but 

customers didn’t get as 
excited. [laughs]  

“I know many tattoo artists and have hung 
out in their studios, so I was familiar with 
the process of tattooing, including the safety 
procedures, products and equipment,” starts 
Helen Fernandes, revealing how exactly an 
engineering student comes to pick up a tat-
too machine. “I have even helped with some 
events, like Flash Day, as an assistant and I 
used to sell tattoo supplies in small quanti-
ties, like 30 of each thing, but it didn’t work 
out,” she admits.

Then, “once upon a time in 2014, I drew 
Matheus, my fiancé, a bat with pointy teeth 
and he liked it so much that he asked me to 
tattoo it on him, and I did. He was the great 
pushy person that always believed in me” 
and it snowballed from there. Soon, Fer-
nandes had friends asking to get her doo-
dles tattooed and before long, word began to 
spread outside of her immediate circle.

Increased interest led to the creation of 
an Instagram account—“‘Malfeitona’ means 
‘badly done’ in Portuguese,” she explains of 
her handle, @malfeitona —and more and 
more clients, “some of them tattoo artists 
that liked the idea were giving me tips while I 
was tattooing them. With that came the need 
to learn more and go to a studio since I didn’t 
want to bring strangers into my house and 
wrap my whole room in plastic every time!” 
she laughs. 

ENGINEERING MEETS INK 
After graduating with a mechanical engi-
neering degree in December 2016, Fernandes 
enrolled in “a post-grad course in the mate-
rials engineering field at Federal University 
of Bahia” and is currently working as a re-
searcher. When she’s not building her tattoo 
portfolio, that is. 

MORE AND MORE CLIENTS - SOME OF THEM 
TATTOO ARTISTS THAT LIKED THE IDEA - WERE 
GIVING ME TIPS WHILE I WAS TATTOOING THEM

TRASH ON
DELIVERY
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Helen 
Fernandes 

on… cartoons 
as inspiration 
Some inspiration comes 
from my childhood and 

funny cartoons, like Níquel 
Náusea from Fernando 
Gonzales. I just look at 
them and even before I 
read the story, I laugh. I 

really love Monica’s Gang 
from Mauricio de Sousa. 
I’ve tattooed Mônica, the 
main character, and with 

@malfeitona’s boom, 
the official Monica’s 

Gang webpage actually 
drew Mônica based on 
my tattoo. I screamed 
at home and, I must 

confess, I even cried a bit.

“My plan was to become a professor 
someday and I still have that plan, if I can 
be a part-time professor, so I can tattoo and 
teach,” she explains. “After I graduated, I was 
giving classes as a private teacher two days 
per week, studying for two days and tattoo-
ing the other days. Now, since the number of 
customers has grown so much, I’ve taken a 
break from giving classes and I dedicate less 
time to my research.”

As for how her eye-catching style was born, 
Fernandes reveals, “I have always drawn fun-
ny, cute things without following technical 
drawing rules. I have given my friends gifts, 
from zines to comic books, T-shirts, bags 
and mugs with my drawings on them. I have 
painted walls, made flyers for events, even 
done nail art on myself and close friends. I 
even drew all over the first printed version of 

SOME SAY IT'S SO BAD THAT IT CANNOT 
EVEN BE CONSIDERED A STYLE. I 
REALLY DON'T KNOW

my thesis!” she laughs.  
“I just love to customise things,” she con-

tinues. “I never classified it as any particular 
style or thought about it since my drawings 
didn’t look ‘pretty’ or ‘hard to do,’ so in my 
mind, calling it ‘art’ and defining a style could 
maybe have seemed offensive or arrogant, 
especially because I have so many talented 
friends. I just loved to do my stuff and never 
had the need to categorise it before.”

“Some say it’s an ignorant style. Some say 
it’s so bad that it cannot even be considered 
a style. I really don’t know,” concludes Fer-
nandes. “But if I had to call it something, I 
would call it the malfeitona style.”

THE MALFEITONA STYLE
While some are quick to judge, calling Fer-
nandes’ designs “trash tattoos,” there’s no 
denying that her lines are always clean and 
the quirky results are perfect in their own 
way because yes, their aesthetic is a con-
scious choice.

“I am good at drawing technical designs 
of buildings or machines using a ruler and 
compass since I’m an engineer, but actually, 
anyone can do that by following the right 
techniques and steps,” she says humbly. “If I 
look at a reference, I can draw following pro-
portions, but I’m not interested in doing that. 
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It’s not fun to me. I like to exaggerate propor-
tions and emphasise feelings.”

The first people to have Fernandes’ draw-
ings immortalised on their bodies forever 
were “artists, designers, tattooers and people 
that know me, so they understood the con-
cept of it.” But once the budding tattoo artist 
began posting her creations on social media, 
things changed. “People started to call me 
crazy and other worse things.” Something 
that was difficult to deal with.

“I was getting annoyed in the beginning,” 
admits Fernandes. “I got very anxious. I am 
a human being and have feelings and some-
times I care, but I care less every day. I am 
very honest regarding my work. I always up-
load pictures with no filters and people know 
what they are getting. Some understand and 
like it, some doesn’t.”

“Using the negative criticism as motiva-
tion to get better,” Fernandes continues to be 
taken aback by the influx of interest and sup-
port. “I am way too surprised,” she says. “I 
am actually shocked. Sometimes I feel like a 
fraud or impostor because there are so many 
talented and dedicated artists who have no 
acknowledgement!”

When I mention that her technical execu-
tion is pretty great, she laughs, “Thanks for 
the ‘great’, but I would call it maximum av-

erage. On the first tattoos, the lines are not 
solid at all and I’ve asked Matheus and Toto, 
my first customers, to fix them now that I’ve 
gotten better, but they refuse. They like them 
as they are!” 

TATTOOING IN BRAZIL
With demand on the rise, Fernandes is now 
working out of KaliMa Tattoo Studio in Sal-
vador da Bahia. “It is a very special studio 
owned by Nabila Hage and Gabriela Brito,” 
she starts. “They had this great idea to open a 
shop where only female tattooers work. Cur-
rently, we’re seven women, all doing differ-
ent styles, some very realistic and ‘well done’ 
and some ‘trashy.’” 

In addition to her studio mates, Fernandes 
is inspired by all women in the industry who 
“face sexism, but have been working for 
years, like Paloza Cersosimo.” 

Then there’s the street art found in Salva-
dor and São Paulo, which is an endless source 
of inspiration. “I like the counterculture, art 
that doesn’t come from academia and that 

I AM GOOD AT DRAWING TECHNICAL 
DESIGNS OF BUILDINGS OR MACHINES 
USING A RULER AND COMPASS SINCE I'M 
AN ENGINEER, BUT ACTUALLY, ANYONE 
CAN DO THAT BY FOLLOWING THE RIGHT 
TECHNIQUES AND STEPS
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Helen 
Fernandes 

on… her loves 
outside ink

I do love music, so I love 
going to concerts, mainly 

black metal and pagodão or 
dancehall parties, but max 

twice a month. I love going to 
the beach and also hanging 

out and cooking with friends, 
but to be honest, my free 

time is so short!

opposes the traditional,” she says. “Salva-
dor’s original art production is so rich and 
unique. The whole city breathes art and its 
natural beauty and amazing people inspire 
me. I always draw when I’m stuck in traffic, 
on the beach and, I must confess, in some 
boring engineering classes!” she laughs.

Brazil’s tattoo scene is also booming, but 
although ink is common in places like Salva-
dor, “a big city that’s very touristic and cul-
tural, in the countryside, tattoos can be very 
openly rejected or you’ll have curious people 
staring at them.” 

What’s more, the sad reality is that “you 
may not get a job because you have a tattoo. 
You can be the target of police if you have 

many tattoos or piercings and there are radi-
cal people that just hate them. Once, a reli-
gious woman came up to me and said it was 
Satan’s work. My mom tells me, ‘You’re such 
a beautiful girl, why did you do this to your-
self?’ but she respects me.” 

Taking a closer look at her personal collec-
tion, Fernandes struggles to pick favourites 
before listing a few extra special designs, 
including “the newest one: a spider done by 
Aline M. Dultra. She is very witchy and I love 
it! I also love my first tattoo. It was done by 

Guilherme Neto when he was just starting 
to tattoo. He’s an inspiration to me as a pro-
fessional because he studies so much and is 
so responsible. It’s a mushroom that I drew 
myself and he tattooed it on me. I also love a 
moon that my fiancé did and I love my snakes 
and plants from Luana Vellame.”

Looking ahead, Fernandes plans to focus 
her energy on “getting better until I die be-
cause that’s my philosophy for everything I 
do” and is looking to launch an online shop 
filled with badass merch—“I already give 
customers stickers, magnets and handmade 
T-shirts, but since the boom, people from 
other cities and countries have been asking 
for them!”—but admits that the process is 

“going slowly because I just have two hands 
and a set amount of time.”

Copycats are also likely to be in her future, 
but that’s something Fernandes isn’t bothered 
by. She’s just  “grateful for the luck and privi-
leges” she’s had and admits that if she were to 
see someone trying to copy her unique style, 
“my reaction would be to wish that person all 
the success. There are 7 billion people in the 
world—that’s a lot of skin! Everybody copies 
everybody and nothing is 100% original. We 
are always inspired by someone.” •

T R A S H  O N  D E L I V E R Y

I LIKE THE COUNTERCULTURE, ART THAT DOESN'T COME FROM 
ACADEMIA AND THAT OPPOSES THE TRADITIONAL
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For many years, social critics have been trying to make young 
people aware of the fact that tattoos will last for a lifetime 
and that the insights of an 18-year-old might differ to the 
way they perceive things when they are 40. 

So far so blah, blah, blah but Tattoo Super Models by Christian Saint 
counters that well made tattoos on beautiful women are gorgeous re-
gardless. “It is a plea for the courage to beautify oneself permanently, 
to do this without any fear of regret it once you’re old – because the 
bravado to really live in the moment is extremely sexy.”

We’re more than likely preaching to the converted here but 
this is a fine book for any collector - particularly if you’re into 

TATTOO SUPER MODELS
by Christian Saint
Publisher: GOLIATH
ISBN 13: 978-3-95730-000-3
Size/Format: 5.5” x 8.5”/ 14,5 x 21,5 cm
144 Pages / Seiten • Hardcover
English, German, Français, 
Español, Italiano
US$ 34.95 - £ 22.99 - Euro 24,90

R E V I E W

the niche of a niche that is tattoo erotica. 
Christian Saint is a professional advertis-
ing, celebrity and fine art photographer, 
residing in Brooklyn, New York and this is 
some of his best work of recent years for 
sure. With over 20 years experience in the 
commercial world and tired of the indus-
try’s narrow view of beauty, he uses his 
knowledge from commercial fashion and 
beauty, to help bring ‘alternative’ to the 
main-stream. •
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FOOTNOTE Within almost 15 years in business, Goliath has established itself as a highly acclaimed publisher of diverse and often daring photogra-
phy and art books unafraid to introduce controversial, erotic and subcultural perspectives to modern life. You can find more about Goliaths catalogue 
at goliathbooks.com - pretty much not safe for general work but that probably depends where you work.
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W H E N  W O R L D S  C O L L I D E

This month my connection to the 
natural world has really been 
drawn into question.

I would consider myself a wild-
life enthusiast. I have lots of tattoos that rep-
resent my love for Mother Nature and her 
creations: roses, a cactus, birds, leaves, shells 
and various other flowers and plants. So, this 
weekend I headed on over to the Notting-
hamshire countryside to take part in a work-
shop that was all about the natural environ-
ment and how we write and talk about it.

A few years back, the Oxford Junior Dic-
tionary removed around 50 natural words 
from its re-print. The likes of ‘acorn’, ‘butter-
cup’, ‘magpie’, ‘ivy’, ‘fern’, ‘holly’, ‘conker’ and 
‘dandelion were kicked out to make room for 
language more frequently used by children in 
the 21st century. Make way for ‘broadband’, 
‘cut and paste’, ‘blog’, ‘hashtag’ and so on.

This resulted in a little bit of an uproar from 
many UK writers and poets who felt sadness 
and anger at the loss of—not just the language 
of our natural landscape—but the declining 
relationship that younger generations seem-
ingly have with landscape itself. Alarmingly, 
the dictionary publishers defended the move 
by explaining that “lots of children have no 
experience of the countryside.”

The workshop I took part in, ran by the 
Wildlife Trusts, asked some really impor-
tant questions. Do children (and adults!) 
not have a connection to the natural world 
anymore? How can this affect us, when it’s 
scientifically proven that getting outside 
and exploring nature can do wonders for 
our mental and physical health? What does 
the future look like for a world that’s replac-
ing conkers with hashtags? 

All of this encouraged me to think about 
my own knowledge and appreciation of 
the UK countryside and wildlife. Had I en-
gaged with the hard truths? The fact that 
more than one in 10 of the UK’s wildlife spe-
cies  are threatened with extinction? The 
fact that we’re losing wild flowers and open 
spaces dramatically as each year passes?

I hadn’t. 
I’d grown to love these things over the 

years. So much so, that I’d inked them on 
me forever, but in reality, would they actu-
ally be around forever on this earth? Will 
the permanent pictures on our skin outlive 
some of the species themselves?

If there’s something I want to remember 
every day, every time I see a piece of the nat-
ural world, or its representation on some-
one’s body, it’s that “lives are better when 
they’re a little bit wild”. •

WHAT DOES THE FUTURE LOOK LIKE 
FOR A WORLD THAT’S REPLACING 
CONKERS WITH HASHTAGS?

BECCY RIMMER
 BeccyRimmer

What does your floral tattoo mean to you?

Marie Cox
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