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Tattoos are seen on the oldest preserved human remains that have been
found, which means that they have been around for quite a long time (Scallan 2015).
They have been associated with rites of passage for many different cultural groups
throughout history, most commonly those of deviants and outcasts, but have
experienced a renaissance of sorts in the most recent decades and years (Irwin
2001:50). With the latest generations starting to come of age in today’s cultures, it is
clear that tattoo artists have had the pleasure of being part of an ever-growing trend
and witness the break down of the stigma that has surrounded tattoos in the
previous decades. With this growing trend we are also witness to an explosion of
styles and interpretations of classic motifs and how they have changed through the
years. Tattooing has always been a way to mark yourself in order to influence how
others see you, but through the stigma of the sixties and the changing mindset of
generations as they come of age, tattoos truly have become an art form of their own
that speak for the individual on the canvass that is their own skin.
Before I get more in depth on the concept of tattoos, I would like to engage in
a short discussion on the concepts of art and folk art. I want to kind of pick apart
how they are different, what makes them so different, and who gets to say what is
and what isn’t. It is often a discussion that can get tricky and exasperating, but its an
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important one to have in and of the fact that there are issues and questions that
need to be highlighted in a way that doesn’t offend or point fingers. It is also
important to recognize social and economic power dynamics and the roles that they
play in defining art, the consumption of art, and who has access to art, because there
are those who might be considered the “elite” who look down upon forms of “folk
art” as lesser forms of art, therefore demeaning the impact and overall importance
of a piece of folk art.
What is art and how do we define it? If we take a literal approach to the
question and simply look up the definition on Dictionary.com, it reads as follows:
“the quality, expression, or realm, according to the aesthetic principles, of what is
beautiful, appealing, or of more than ordinary significance” (Dictionary: 2019). Now
this is a definition that I think leaves a lot to be interpreted, as I find it to be a fairly
open-ended definition. Art certainly can be difficult to define and we can sit around
for hours if not days debating on art and whether or not something is art.
Additionally, we fall to the inevitable question of who determines what art is. Is it
the art critic who makes a living judging paintings in galleries and the “elites” of
society who determine what we think of as art? Or is it those who occupy the
“lower” classes of society where the bulk of the population exists?
I argue that art is not universal. There are some broad strokes that most
people will agree to, however the devil is always in the details. Who is to say that
there is some overarching definition of art? I think that when we, as folklorists, offer
broad generalizations about art or different aspects of culture, we fail in our job of
accurately and honestly documenting and representing the people that we work
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with. Art is something that has always been a main tenet of human existence and is
likely human kind’s oldest tradition. It has been found in caves dating back tens of
thousands of years, paintings that possibly depict hunts or gatherings around fires,
or even just a signifier that humans had passed through. Anthropologists can, and
do, speculate about the meaning of the paintings on the walls of caves, but
ultimately we can’t know the meaning of the paintings on the wall because, like the
human existence, art is constantly changing, as such as the history of all tradition
(Glassie 1995:405).
To return to the question posed earlier, what makes art, art? As an artist in
my personal life, I argue that it all comes down to intent. What did the artist intend
for their work to do? How did the artist intend for their work to be consumed by the
public? Did the artist intend the piece of work to be considered art? These questions
are the important ones to ask. As an artist, I believe art has to be intended for
something, in order to be called art. The artists’ intent behind the act of creation is
predicated on the knowledge that at some point, someone else is going to see their
art and be affected by it.
Let us now delve into the concept of Folk Art and how it can be defined, as
well as what falls into the category of “folk art.” Is folk art something that is lesser
than high art? How does our concept of high art effect our concept and definition of
folk art? Again, I argue that these are subjective ideas, differing not just from group
to group, but individually as well. I find the task of defining folk art to be one that is
kind of daunting, as the validity of folk art is often pulled into question by
individuals who don’t find it to be as interesting or as culturally important as “high
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art” is. Historically, art that comes from artists that are not classically educated has
been labeled as folk art, and placed in separate sections, if not buildings, and
partitioning the art that might be construed as “rustic” or “not as artful” from the art
that was hung on walls and left in place with a velvet rope in front of it (Glassie,
1972:259) If we take the functionality of an artifact, to borrow Henry Glassie’s
phrase, into account, how does something that is directly a product of a folk
community get turned into an art form (Glassie 1972:253)? With some types of
artifacts, we can look at the question of intent, and clearly see that one of the
primary items of intent is one of use. There are other forms of art that are unable to
be used in the same way as baskets, or ceramics, that still persist as important
cultural markers because they carry on the traditions of a culture.
I initially started on this project with the intent to be able to declare that
tattoos have become a rite of passage for millennials and adults of a certain age
range. It was a quest to find if the act of permanently inscribing the body created a
greater sense of belonging in the world or the country, or even within the
generation. At the end of this project, I can definitively say that I have no idea if they
are or not. Such a project would include a much larger focus group, more people
interviewed, and frankly more time than I am able to devote at this point in my life.
That being said, I do get the general sense that being inked has become a rite of
passage into adulthood. I say this not because I have any real, hard evidence, but
because of a conversation that I had with my mother. She is an art teacher at the
high school that I graduated from back in 2012, and in her daily information dump
after she gets home, she occasionally mentions that one of her students is turning 18

Kendrick 5
and going the day of their birthday to get a tattoo. From what I can tell, these
individuals almost always have their tattoos planned out, as well as who they’re
going with. The possibility is definitely there, but to do that work would require lots
of fieldwork and access to individuals who have recently turned 18 and gotten their
first tattoo.
What I did discover, however, was the importance of aesthetic choices when
it came to practitioners of the art of tattooing. The choice between the old school
style vs. modern art styles is one that is not taken lightly by the artists, and they will
defend their aesthetic choices adamantly, as I discovered in a personal interview
with Ben Butts and Frank Armstrong in Bowling Green, Kentucky. I had long
suspected that there was a dichotomy between those who choose different styles of
tattoos, but the previously mentioned interview confirmed just how stark the
contrast between artists and their personal aesthetics can be.
Now, before I get started on the discussion of aesthetic choice and artistic
expression that comes out of one particular shop in Bowling Green, Kentucky, I must
say that I cannot help but defend the art of tattooing as an art. I am an artist and I
have been surrounded by artists my entire life, and as such I will always defend
tattoos and be in awe of the work and beauty that can be created in ink on the skin
of someone. Additionally, I have been obsessed with tattoos since I was a young
child. I have always been scheming, designing, and playing with elements that could
go into a tattoo for others and myself. There is no way I can remove myself from a
culture and art form that I have always approached with, admittedly, rose-tinted
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glasses. Now that that has been stated, I would like to get into the interview and
discuss the aesthetic that these artists have chosen.
I first met Ben by chance in early September of 2019. I was out with a friend
on a Friday night and we were bouncing from place to place down on the square of
Bowling Green, Kentucky. One of the places that we happened to land was a local
coffee shop that had a weekly beer garden on the back patio, where we ran into
some mutual friends who introduced us to Ben, and we immediately settled into a
discussion about tattoos and his work. This project came about from a different
meeting, when I had ventured down to the square a few weeks after that, in order to
stop in at my favorite pub and have a drink. Fortuitously, Ben happened to show up
at the same place and we ran into each other when we were at the bar getting a
drink. After a time, I approached him while he was outside smoking a cigarette,
asked him if he would be interested in collaborating with me, and he expressed
immediate interest and excitement at the prospect. So that’s where the project
started.
My first visit to the shop was kind of unplanned, I just dropped in after one of
my night classes to introduce myself to Ben’s business partner and have a look
around the shop. It is worth noting that the shop is tiny when compared to what
most people think about when they think of a tattoo parlor. It is just big enough for a
space for a counter, a sitting area while people waited, and room for two tables, and
some storage in the back. The exterior is maybe 25 or 30 feet long, and about ten or
twelve feet wide. In other words, I found it to be a very close shop that immediately
put me at ease due to the atmosphere, the friendly greetings, and an easy invitiation
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to look around the shop as they tattooed. There were no expectations that were
placed on me as I walked in and I was quickly invited in to have a look around and
check out the art on the walls.
I was immediately struck by the fact that the walls of Heartland Tattoo are
completely covered, floor to ceiling, in art (see Figure One). Nearly every bit of
vertical wall space was being utilized to showcase templates of tattoos, personal art
from Ben and Frank, past tattoos, just everything that I could have possibly thought
of. What stuck me the most, though, was the emphasis on the “Old School” style of
tattoos. These tattoos generally seem to be of a fairly simple design at first glance,
but the complexity is quickly revealed as you watch the artist at work. Shading is
important and difficult to get right, as is the right color and hue of the color, and
even finally tattooing accurately through the ink buildup on the skin. For someone
who has been obsessed with tattoos most of my life, even I still stand impressed at
how much is going on during the process of tattooing.
As for the Old School style, much of the imagery used as examples is that of a
nautical motif, or one of stylized eagles in flight. I find it a surprisingly difficult style
to explain, but it includes skulls, demon, hearts, the “classic’ buxom woman, daggers,
roses, and dragons. The list goes on and on, as do the variations to the different
themes. The color red plays a particularly large part in these designs, and I will be
the first to admit my ignorance to the reasons behind it, but it is one the most
commonly found colors, second only to black, from what I could tell (see Figure
Two). I suppose the most common thing that I can point to that the Old School style
resembles is the tattoos of the post-WWII naval men tattoos. I say this with a caveat,
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I do not intend to stereotype or group those individuals, however it is a distinct style
that is easily recognizable. That being said, shading is an incredibly important aspect
of the “Old School” style as it marks the difference in a piece of art work, rather than
just some ink embedded in the skin. It is incredibly important to note that above all
else, these individuals are artists. Ben and Frank spend their free time creating art
through drawing, painting, and inking, as do all tattoo artists, from what I have been
able to tell.
The interview process for Ben and Frank was one that took place at their
shop, during their normal business hours, so there’s always going to be some
outside sounds that go on, including a client coming in and waiting. While Ben was
sitting opposite a table from me inking some patterns onto a piece of paper as a way
to practice his art and pass the time, Frank was busy in the background prepping his
station and getting ready for a session with a client. I focused on the questions that I
have mentioned before, particularly ones on rites of passage and their own aesthetic
choices in their artwork.
One of the most important questions that I think I posed to Ben and Frank
was that of the rite of passage. I asked if they felt that their first tattoo had felt like a
rite of passage, or if they had any tattoos on their bodies that they felt like they
undergone a rite of passage. Ben was the first to respond, after thinking for a
moment, he said “Probably getting my back done, and then…Yeah, that’s…the back
easily is like a fuckin’ right of passage. I think every tattooer should have their back
done” (Butts, interview, 2019). He then went on to explain the pain involved with
such a large piece of work and detailed the long hours that were put into it. He
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explains in the interview that people who are putting tattoos like that onto
individuals should know exactly what it feels like (Butts, interview, 2019). To me,
this points to the idea that tattoos are a rite of passage, however there is no one,
unifying point that makes them a rite of passage. I also think that the viewpoint of
the individual who has been tattooed is important to take into account. For example,
when I posed the same question to Frank about a having a tattoo that he thought of
as being a right of passage, his answer was an irrefutable “No” (Armstrong,
interview, 2019). So the answer to this lies in the individual who has been tattooed,
and that answer is different for everyone. What is seen as a right of passage for
some is just another piece of artwork that has been placed onto their skin.
What of the question of aesthetic, then? Why did Ben and Frank decide to
specialize in the aesthetic that they did, rather than pursuing a different style of
tattooing? While they both had a multitude of different reasons, ranging from
visibility to what they were exposed to, there was one analogy that struck me as
being particularly profound. In response to the question Frank said “Why buy a tent,
when you can buy a house? (Armstrong, interview, 2019)” What he meant by this
was a reference to the quality of the design and the idea that if an individual is going
to live with something for the rest of their life, then why settle for a design that is
not going to age as well as something else? That the art that individuals choose to
have on their bodies should have a solid foundation, on to which the artists choices
and decisions can be added until a final piece is done and decided on.
On the question of their personal aesthetic and how they decided on the
tattoos that they have, Ben and Frank choose to go to artists that they like to work of
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and let the artist design the tattoo with the elements that they have chosen. It allows
for more artistic interpretation by the artist, and doesn’t “hold them to the pen”
when it comes to actually executing the tattoo (Armstrong, interview, 2019).
Personal aesthetic is important to Ben and Frank, but they want the art that goes
onto their bodies to be a collaboration between their own vision, and the vision of
the artist that does the work. The result is something that is truly unique, both as
art, and a piece of identity as they wear it.
Throughout the process of this project, my own thinking and understanding
of the art of tattooing has changed. I started out thinking that there’s something in
all of us that urges us to mark ourselves in some way, in order to project ourselves
into other peoples’ minds in a certain way. I wanted to be able to say that I have at
least drawn back the curtain a bit on the rite of passage tattoos, and I can’t. I wanted
to say definitively that this is a rite of passage, and I can’t. But that’s not because it
isn’t. It absolutely is, but who am I to say what the rites of passage that people go
through? Everyone goes through their own rites of passage, and some of us choose
to bear the recognition of them differently than others.
On a personal note, I really like the concept of “worn art.” I argue that’s what
tattoos are, and what makes them such interesting topics of study. I’m certainly not
going to claim that tattoos are the ultimate form of folk art, but I will say that they
are possibly one of the greatest forms. Someone with tattoos has constant access to
their own gallery. There are no entry fees, no lines to wait in, and no plaques on the
wall describing the significance of the work of art or it’s spot in the timeline of
history. The art exists for that person alone, in their own time, in their own history,
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and on their own body. Finally, as one of the most important aspects of what we
have determined to be part of folk art, the individual gets to curate their own gallery
on the canvas that is their skin.
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Photographs
Figure One

Frank Armstrong at his table as he preps for a client.
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Figure Two

Examples of the Old School style on the walls of Tattoo Heartland

Kendrick 14
Figure 3

Ben Butts’ back piece. It extends further down than the picture shows.
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Figure 4

Ben Butts sitting at his workstation, inking patterns around a dragon’s eye to pass
the time.
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Figure 5

Examples of the Old School Style
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Figure 6

Examples of eagles and more of the Old School style
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