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This book is dedicated to the people who made it possible:
 men and women who have tattoos, men and women who want
 tattoos and men and women who give tattoos.
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PROLOGUE


Every year I’d get up at the Coney Island Tattoo Festival and greet the crowd. This has been going on for some ten years. Every year, the assembled multitudes (okay, the guys) would yell at me to show off my tat. By the third year of the festival, I was making jokes about my tattoo-less body.


I didn’t have a tattoo, but I did have overwhelming guilt. For several years I donated back any and all of my meager profits to the not-for-profit boardwalk theater where I originally held the festival.


Then I started to work on his book. I couldn’t very well continue as an undecorated person. That would be considered rude. Bad form. Lousy karma. So I set out to get tattooed. And my odyssey became a celebration of the art of the tattoo.






The only difference between a tattooed person and a person
 who isn’t tattooed is that a tattooed person doesn’t care if
 you’re tattooed or not.


—Posted in a tattoo shop
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Tattoos are fun, artistic, and ubiquitous. Tattoo artists unknown. (PHOTO BY DARA © 1991 SETH GURVITZ)
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WHAT IS A TATTOO?


I fell in love with pictures on skin when I was five. I would sit in the backseat of my parent’s big old gray Dodge, licking cockamamies onto my arms. I’d start jumping up and down with excitement as we’d drive past the tattoo parlors on Flatbush Avenue in Brooklyn. Every so often my folks would give in to my demands and stop the car. I’d happily skip out, run over to the window and gaze at the flash on the walls. My parents always used the word “bums” whenever I’d beg and plead with them to stop and let me look. Now, years later, like my friend Donna I’m a “tattooed Jew” (her expression)! I no longer fantasize about what picture I’m going to get. I’ve got more than one.


These days, those little pictures are really ubiquitous. Madonna uses them to shock in her film Truth or Dare (fakes) and in her book Sex (real). Vogue and Elle magazine models flaunt them in photo shoots (Carre Otis’s tattoos are real, Naomi Campbell’s are temporary). Cher collects them. Roseanne Arnold featured her favorite tattoo artist on her television program. She and husband, Tom Arnold, pledge their eternal love through them (as did Johnny Depp and Winona Ryder, and Mark Gastineau and Brigitte Nielsen). Queen Victoria, George Shultz and Barry Goldwater did their best to hide theirs (it was titillating when the press discovered their decorations). Janis Joplin’s heart (on her chest) and wrist bracelet tattoos ignited a fad some twenty-five years ago. When I worked at Reader’s Digest I was too embarrassed to tell anyone about my avocation. I still find people who will turn up their noses when they learn that for the past ten years, I’ve produced New York City’s longest-running tattoo festival.
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Johnny Depp in tattoo artist Jonathan Shaw’s New York studio. Tattoos by Jonathan Shaw. (PHOTO © JONATHAN SHAW, FUN CITY STUDIOS, NEW YORK CITY)


Tattoos have appeared throughout history as ritual art, pagan decoration, art to mark a rite of passage, art to inform, forbidden art, blue-collar art, popular art and erotic art.


A tattoo is a permanent coloration of the second layer of the dermis. It’s produced by puncturing the skin and inserting indelible inks. The word tattoo has two major derivations. The Tahitian word tatu means “to make a mark.” The Dutch expression “Doe het tap toe” was the signal for closing public houses, given by continuous drum beating or rapping; this rapping or tapping was close to the sound made by early tattooers as they tapped a needle with a small hammer in the process of puncturing the skin. (The hand process is still very much alive today in several cultures around the world, including Samoa, Japan and Thailand.)


Anthropologists generally don’t study tattoos. In fact, one Columbia University master’s degree candidate had his thesis on maritime tattoos challenged five times. Some folklorists consider tattooing to be a unique cross-cultural folk art and craft. Those who love it get to exercise their fascination and prurient interest in the name of academia. Lenny Bruce related in one of his routines how his tattoo would prevent him from being buried in a Jewish cemetery unless he cut off the offending arm. Reginald Marsh, the WPA painter and chronicler of downtown New York in the 1930s and 1940s took a gritty and realistic look at one aspect of the scene in his painting Tattoo and Haircut. The work is in the Art Institute of Chicago, and in good company; it hangs next to Grant Wood’s well-known American Gothic.
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Tattoo artist Lyle Tuttle being tattooed by hand in Samoa. The Samoan style and process of tattooing has remained the same for centuries. (PHOTOS FROM LYLE TUTTLE’S COLLECTION)


From the eighteenth century on, men and women of Western cultures have collected tattoos to show they’re different, to thumb their noses at the establishment. Bikers wear their club colors along with mottos like FTW (which stands for “F**k the World”), politically active gay men tattoo the pink triangle, lots of people tattoo skulls and grim reapers to thumb their collective noses at death. Then there’s the yuppie with a sense of humor who tattooed the Izod Lacoste alligator on his chest.
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Artist Reginald Marsh captures the essence of tattooing in Depressionera New York City in his painting Tattoo and Haircut. You could get both in the same place in those days. This painting is in the permanent collection of the Art Institute of Chicago. Reginald Marsh, American, 1898–1954, Tattoo and Haircut, egg tempera on masonite, 1932, 118.2 × 121.6 cm, gift of Mr. and Mrs. Earle Ludgin. (PHOTO COURTESY OF THE ART INSTITUTE OF CHICAGO)


In 1936 Life magazine created a stir with an article that claimed: “One in ten Americans is tattooed.”
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A photo essay from a 1936 issue of Life magazine. (COURTESY OF LIFE MAGAZINE © TIME WARNER)


[image: art]


Kids are fascinated by tattoos. They generally don’t have any preconceived notions or prejudices about either the body art or the wearer of the artwork. Tattoos by Spider Webb. (PHOTO © MARTHA COOPER)


Tattoos are provocative. But today they’re very popular and quite chic. Watch a child touch a tattoo. The bewilderment, the fascination, the joy—kids love the pictures, the art, the images, just as they love the fact that these images are right there in the skin. They go with the owner, and they don’t come off! So why—and how—have people gotten this notion that tattoos are forbidden?


It’s right there in the Bible: “You shall not make any cuttings in your flesh…or tattoo any marks upon you” (Leviticus 19:28). In the late 1960s, if you wanted to show you were part of the counterculture you did something that was considered different—or deviant. Not only did permanent tattooing flourish, so did temporary body painting. And then as we got more in touch with our bodies, we became prouder. Looser and freer. Less rigid. More inclined to show off. And the Bible’s sanctions against permanent body art started to fade from people’s minds, as more and more people collected more and more tattoos.


San Francisco tattoo artist Lyle Tuttle, who takes well-deserved credit for helping to popularize the art form among the counterculture, declared back in 1970: “Tattoos are merely another physical form of expression. A way to say something intimately with your body.” What began as another part of the be-ins and love-ins among hippies, flower children, hip intellectuals and drugged-out street people became more and more acceptable to the masses. NBC brought us Laugh-In. Laugh-In gave us Goldie Hawn. And Goldie let all of America see her great painted body every Monday night.


[image: art]


Leviticus 19:28. The biblical tattoo taboo, worn here by T. Sixtus (Six). Tattoo by Darren Rosa. (PHOTO © LYNNE BURNS)


The more adventurous went for the real thing. Tattoos became quite popular among hippies and hipsters, especially in San Francisco, where Lyle Tuttle tattooed Janis Joplin. Long unkempt hair, loose clothing, laid-back looks and casual attitudes that said rebellion. Whatever it took to show you were a part of US and not THEM showed class. Tattoos were real class: the ideal way to indelibly declare yourself not a part of the establishment.
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Goldie Hawn sported lots of hand-painted body art during her days on the popular television program Laugh-In. (PHOTO © EVERETT COLLECTION)


In New York, hippies had to travel outside the city for their permanent means of expression. Or they could truly thumb their collective noses at the establishment by getting tattooed illegally inside city limits. Due to a series of hepatitis outbreaks in the late 1950s, as well as pressure from the Catholic Church, in 1961 the city fathers declared tattooing illegal and a violation of the city’s health code. Tattooing went underground in the Big Apple, and in all of Massachusetts, too. Ten years later, Spider Webb became the art’s lone crusader. He took up his needles and tattooed on city streets, gaining exposure and calling attention to the arcane and bizarre tattooing laws. Webb, the master tattoo promoter, had a shop in Mount Vernon, New York, just a few miles outside of the city limits. He advertised in the Village Voice. Like Tuttle, he understood the value of reaching a young, hip population.


It took a select group of artists in the early 1970s to bring a new world of tattoos to the public. San Francisco–based Ed Hardy and Mike Malone understood that the body could serve as a unique canvas. Tattoos became a powerful, personal means of expression, a physical manifestation of how the collector views various aspects of his or her life, the world or, simply, art.


In early times, cave drawings and petroglyphs served the dual purpose of chronicling day-to-day life and calling the spirits—the gods and goddesses—to the service of the people who drew them. Tattoos served the same ritual purpose: to call the spirits and to mark a rite of passage. They still do. Ask a tattooed person about a specific image on his or her body. Invariably he or she will tell you what in their life was worth noting when they got that tattoo. Most owners will even tell you it was done to mark a certain point in time, or a specific occasion. One woman got a tattoo when she was divorced. Another recovered from serious surgery, and then went off to be tattooed. One of my friends marked the death of her mother with a tattoo. Another has the names of his children tattooed on his body.


Many of us are intrigued by pagan rites—spiritual rituals performed before the days of organized religion. Tattooing embodies the spiritual made secular. Or maybe it’s the Judeo-Christian edict against tattooing: Many pagan rites and rituals such as harvest festivals and spring celebration holidays were co-opted by organized religions; other rites were shunned. Tattooing, as ritual and as art, has gotten a bad rap for centuries. But attitudes are changing. Tattoos combine an interest in ancient and primitive cultures and their rites, along with an easier, less rigid way of dealing with (and looking at) our bodies. There’s also the modern notion that tattoos no longer have to be a few standard images. They can be anything.
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Gay rights activist Brad Lamm has his sensibilities and sensitivities elegantly inscribed. Tattoo by Darren Rosa. (PHOTO AT NEW YORK’S LIMELIGHT © LYNNE BURNS)


There’s also an element of sexual backlash: Tattoos can be hidden under clothes, making them a perfect—and permanent—rebellion against sexual repression in the AIDS generation.


Mix in some new technology: brighter pigments, better sterilization methods and waste disposal.


And don’t forget women’s liberation. Women now account for at least 40 percent of work done in tattoo studios, not the old-fashioned tattoo parlors. They account for 35 to 40 percent of tattooists, as well. Most women request custom work, even when having a popular image tattooed. For women, the most popular tattoos are flowers and butterflies. But anything goes. Recently, a young woman showed me a lizard tattooed on her stomach. “It’s to protect me from appendicitis. That’s what killed my best friend.” These days, when it comes to a tattoo, no one in the business even considers gender an issue anymore.


“Every time I visit a new chiropractor, I know that I’m going to hear the whoosh—that sucking in of his breath when he sees my tattoos,” said a college-educated, heavily tattooed writer in New York. And that brings up the issue of discrimination. Tattoos bring out prejudice in many people—people who have bought into the long-held myths that tattoos were the marks of lower-class people, mentally and morally deficient people, or criminals. Times have changed. With movie stars, rock stars and models saying it’s okay to decorate the body permanently, and with a new look at ancient forms of art and expression, tattooing is becoming a terrific topic of conversation at cocktail parties. It’s an acceptable art form.


An aging population seeks out cosmetic tattooing. One forty-eight-year-old woman said to me: “I’ve worn the same eye makeup for the past ten years. And I’m farsighted. Having my eyeliner tattooed saves me all the squinting, the hassles of trying to apply this makeup.”


I knew that the stigma was beginning to crack, and that tattooing was more than simply a fad when my sixty-eight-year-old mother called from Miami Beach. She asked for the name of a cosmetic tattooist. She and three of her Jewish grandmother friends wanted to do their eyebrows. But with this acceptance comes a downside. Cosmetic tattooing has opened up a legal can of worsts, as hairdressers, manicurists and cosmeticians apply what they call permanent makeup. They’ll call it anything and everything except what it actually is—a tattoo, but the issue is raised: Who would you like to tattoo your eyebrow, eyeliner or lipliner? I know who’s done my permanent makeup. Not a cosmetician. Instead, I chose a tattooist who’s been working for years and can speak at length about the how-to’s of needle sterilization.
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Permanent makeup: dark eyeliner on Rosemary, applied by Sheila May. (PHOTO © SHEILA MAY)


Tattooers today are concerned with ambiance, aesthetics and cleanliness. Through their associations they exchange information about topics such as the spread of infectious diseases, pigment migration and bio-hazardous waste disposal.


Tattooing has changed remarkably, and not only as an art form. Tattooing is big business. One estimate cites 30,000 tattooers working in the United States today. In very general financial terms, some tattoo artists do extremely well, making in excess of $200,000 a year, employing three or four other tattooists in their shops, along with assistants or receptionists. I get a kick out of taking unsuspecting friends to some of these studios. The aesthetics are just not what they’ve been led to expect.


Since I’ve become involved in this world, my friends think I’m the repository for all things tat-too. A couple of years ago, I’d get a clipping or two sent to me every other month, plus a phone call about a documentary once a year (always the same program). Now I get at least one call a day—“Did you see the article…TV show…book…cover of the New Yorker…that ad?” I can’t keep up with it all. The tattooed masses have arrived. We’re mainstream.




When Steve Allen was host of his own nighttime television program, he liked to do things that were silly, shocking, bizarre and funny. Allen did this not only because it made for good television, but because he was (and still is) genuinely interested in popular culture and the icons of our times. So one evening, he decided to get a tattoo. On the air. In fact, Allen got three tattoos (they’re minuscule dots, but they’re tattoos).





Think about it. If one in ten Americans was tattooed in 1936, the odds are good that the person sitting opposite you on the bus is tattooed. Did you know that a Pulitzer Prize—winning journalist for New York Newsday, whose articles keep you riveted, is tattooed? Or how about several well-known NBA players? Or members of a medal-winning Canadian sports team (they all have a Canadian maple leaf tattoo). Their names don’t matter. What matters is the fact that you’re probably surprised that these people would have tattoos. Why? Some people have lots of tattoos. Some people have just one. The interesting thing about us is that we’re just like any—and everybody—else.
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Tattoo by D. E. Hardy, 1992, from a childhood drawing done by the client. (PHOTO © D. E. HARDY)




Bernie Moeller holds the title of “Most Tattoos” in the Guinness Book of Records. He has 9,860 individual tattoos covering virtually every inch of his body, except for his face, neck and head. “I’ll never do anything past my neck. I promised my family I wouldn’t.” What happened when Bernie just had to have one more tattoo so that he could retain his world title? He sort of stuck to his promise to his family—he got the tattoo inside his mouth.
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Bernie Moeller. (PHOTO © TOM SANTELLI)





[image: art]


Haida tattoos, North America, 18th and 19th centuries. (Fourth Annual Report of the Bureau of Ethnology to the Secretary of the Smithsonian Institution, 1882–1883)




As an art, they have been traced back 4,000 years to the Egyptians. They appear in the culture of the Polynesians, the Maoris of New Zealand, the Mayas and the Incas. King George V, Czar Nicholas II and King Frederik IX of Denmark wore them. For years they have adorned the arms and chests of sailors, roustabouts and construction workers. Now, after a decade or two of decline, tattoos are enjoying a renaissance. They have become the vogue of the counterculture.

—Time, December 21, 1970
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Governor Jerry Brown’s proclamation: Tattoos ARE art.
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THE TATTOO IN HISTORY


When I told my mother I was writing a book, she was thrilled. To a Jewish mother, an author in the family is almost as good as a doctor.


“It’s a book on tattoos, Mom.”


“That’s great. I’m so happy.”


A couple of months later, during Passover, my folks were visiting me. Walking to the car after the first seder, my mother glanced down at my leg. “What’s that on your leg?”


“A tattoo.”


“Oh, a fake tattoo. That’s nice.”


“No Mom. It’s not fake. It’s real. It doesn’t come off.”


She started bellowing: “You got a tattoo? How could you?”


“Mom! It’s okay to write a book about tattoos, but it’s not okay to have one? That’s hypocritical.”


Here, then, is the tattoo pride chapter. Validation and vindication. The tattoo-centric view. Something to show to my mother and prove that tattoos have a long, fascinating, reputable history. If your mother, like mine, is resistant to even the idea of a tattoo, here are a few facts to wow her with.


Tattoos existed 12,000 years before Christ. Proof has been found in archaeological and anthropological digs.


The tattoo was developed for nonaesthetic purposes, yet at its highest levels it served a purely aesthetic calling.


Tattoos combine art and craft. As in any applied art, technical skill, along with creativity and vision, is required of the artist.


Tattoos are an art form both spiritual and secular. Cultural anthropologists believe that tattoos actually serve society by bringing ritual to cultures that lack communal rites. That’s just one of the reasons why tattooing is so popular in America today. Our culture suffers from a decided lack of traditions, combined with a latent desire for both spiritual and secular rites that bind people to each other or to a larger group. A tattoo is a committment. And it’s been that way for centuries. In the past, for example in Borneo, certain tattoo patterns on a woman’s forearm indicated her skill as a weaver, and accomplished weavers were highly prized “marriageable material.” Finger or wrist tattoos on both sexes kept away illness. Other tattoos memorialized battles, journeys, visions or membership in a special society, or status as part of a clan or caste. Still other images called the spirits of that particular image to the wearer. The spirit of a tattooed animal, it’s ferocity or fierceness, for example, would belong to the tattooed person.
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Tattooing from Papua, New Guinea. (PHOTO COURTESY OF PHILADELPHIA EDDIE FUNK AND THE NATIONAL TATTOO MUSEUM, WITH SPECIAL THANKS TO BILL FUNK FOR HIS ASSISTANCE)


Today in America the tattoo ritual serves many of the same purposes, as you’ll see, for members of the military and members of certain clubs. When men and women want to memorialize a certain point or a certain event in their lives, or want a sign or symbol to ward off evil or be a guardian angel, a tattoo is the permanent manifestation of that desire. Getting a tattoo is a ritual, with the tattooist as a “shaman” who offers the “magic.” Rituals, whether personal or societal, bond a person to the heritage and traditions of the past, while carrying them into the present and future. Tattoos clearly do that.


Through the ages, tattooing has had well-defined roles: marking a rite of passage at a stage of life, calling the spirits, proudly, defiantly or sneakily showing who you are via body art. That’s pretty much how the tattoo tradition evolved, and it’s pretty much the way it remains.


After induction, members of motorcycle clubs become tattooed with the club’s “colors,” or logo. A few years ago, the Yale Crew Team made a preseason visit to Spider Webb for matching crossed oars. They posted an undefeated season. Three team members who chickened out of the original ritual showed up at Spider’s after the season. They wanted it known that they were part of the team. Devotion tattoos are ever popular: A couple declares eternal love through permanent body art. In postindustrial society, our tattoos are a link to the past. Tattoos do for us the things they did for our ancestors: They create an indelible bond with the universe, mark a special place and time in our lives, show status or stature in our community. Then tell a story or paint a picture.


Tattooing traveled the globe, beginning in Egypt during the Third and Fourth Dynasties, when the great pyramids of Giza were being built. Tattoos communicated various symbolisms. They were made by puncturing the skin with a sharp needle. Clay dolls with little tattoo-like pictures on them are the evidence. The Egyptians expanded their empire, and they passed along their culture. Tattoos traveled to Crete, Greece, Persia and Arabia. By 2000 B.C., the art of the tattoo had spread to China.


In the Mediterranean, Greek spies communicated via their tattoos. The markings indicated who the spies were and how highly they were ranked. Romans marked criminals and slaves with tattoos. Gladiators, convicts who played out their sentences as violent sportsmen, were marked for easy identification. The notion that tattoos denote dangerous people is long-standing.
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Tattooing in Burma today is practiced in much the some ways past. (PHOTO © TATTOO ARCHIVE)


The Ainu of Western Asia used the art of tattoo to show social class and status. Married women had specific status markings visibly tattooed, as did girls coming of age. As the Ainu traveled, so did their tattoos, moving across Asia and into Japan. It was in Japan that tattooing developed into more than a religious or ceremonial rite. But it took many years for the art to move from the spiritual to the secular realm.
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