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Confronting the “Raw-living Canvas”: Artistry of Tattoo and
Relationship between the Tattoo Artists and Their Customers

ONUKI Naho

Abstract:

Tattooist or tattooer, who have been recognized as “craftsmen”, are now called “tattoo artist” and their products
are regarded as artworks. It has been overlooked, however, which characteristics or the actual process of
creating tattoo have achieved the evaluation of tattoo as artwork. In other words, it is not detailed that how
tattooists create an artwork on the condition that the work is realized on the unique “raw-living canvas”, which
is the skin of the living person. This paper conducted interviews to different generations, elderly, mid-age, and
young, of tattoo artists, to find the commonalities and differences among their working process and attitudes in
creating Japanese tattoo. The result reveals that Japanese tattoo works are created by the reciprocity developed
between tattoo artists and customers. By constructing the pseudo parent-child relationship or master-
apprentice relationship between tattoo artists and customers, Japanese tattoo artists accomplish the following
three elements: to follow Japanese traditional tattoo style and rules of patterns; to satisfy customer’s requests
and desire; and to express creativity as an artist. This is essential for tattoo to become an artwork. Thus, skills

and craftsmanship of the tattoo artist to confront “raw-living canvas” affect the quality of their works.

Keywords: tattoo, horimono, tattooist (tattoo artist) and customer, artistry, the birth of artworks
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