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or our f nul l ieri lurcd ,4rti.st of thc ttolutne, Ll-

I -  l ipsis rs l roud lo l t tnt t t t l  . \ngc l l in i .  t t  t r r i l , ' t :

ltainter and taltoo arli.st ltrt.sed in Porlland, OIl. ult.o
discu.s.ses hou uorking uilh the lxuly us rt canua.s ul-
lers mter\thing about art. 'lhke rt lotft at h,is iuchsile
(wuu.sage-ink. rcrn) .for more exrtlnpk'.s of lt i.s tuork.

ELLIPSIS: On your website you state that

'oeach tattoo is a story, a piece of the uncon-
scious made solid in flesh." Do people come
to you with ideas, or even full designs? How

do you determine what story the tattoo should
tell?

SAGE RICCI: The proccss of u,orkins
rvi th a c l ient  to c leterrnine ideas and :r  t i r r is l recl

clesign is cliff 'erent f irr ezrch clicnt. \ 'es, sortrer

people come rvith a ftrl lv realizecl iclea ancl I

jtrst neecl to tleak the design a bit to make it

more t2rt toozrblc.  Most of  the work I 'm doing

these clirvs is laleer pieces that the client wil l
have a basic idea that I clevelop into a finished

piect'. I rr,ork b1'appointment only in a private
st t rc l io space, and the { i rst  appointment is

alrvur,s u constrltirtion over coffee or breakfast
ol u'hntever. Sometimes the idea is vague
ancl rve need to hone in on finding a visual

rnetaphor lbr the essential story of the piece . I
havr: mv skertchbook with me and we talk about

the ideas ancl the deeper rneanings behind the
imprrlse to rnirrk the bcldy permanently. I l isten

firr kel,u,ords ancl descriptive phrases that get
r-epeirtecl. I tn' to find out what's happening

irr the per-son's l i f-e, why the client needs this

pnrt ictr lar  tzr t too at  th is point  in t ime. I  ask lots of

qtrest ions.  Sometimes

the process can take

some time arriving

at an idea fcrr a
visual. Sometimes it

hits instantly. When

we feel confident

enough that I have a

starting point to work

from, I go back to my

cave and draw on the
rvalls unti l I have a

couple of cleveloped
ideas to show. This

rvhole process tends

to be more of a

conr,ersation. I see
m1'self as a facilitator

for the vision of the

cl ient ,  so the c l ient

An interaraw witb tattoo artat Sage Ricci

Fettture? Artlrt

Art mokes the tronsition from drowing to finished tottoo.
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is ult imateh'cr-eatine the story. Sometimes the

story is trufonnecl tll trufir-rished ar-rd I have tcl

draw the r,isiol ottt a bit '  ' fhen I get to i lrterpl'et

that vision visuallt'.

E: Body art seems like an explicitly collab-

orative form in that the medium itself is dive'

conscious. How has this inlluenced your ex-

perience as a tattoo artist? Does it affect your

i.nr" of freedom as an artist? How does it set

the tattoo apart from other visual art?

SR: Well, I ' l l . iust be up front and say that

tattooing can be ar-r incrediblv draining pro-

fession and also deeply enriching due to the

close collabomtion with the client. Manl' of nry

long-term clients have become close friends

trecattse of the intimacl' of the work and the

trust that has grolvn betrveen us. What an iu-

credible thing to mark someone's skin r'vith art

for the rest of their l i fe. It creates all intense

and creative dlrramic u'hetr it is u'or-king rvell '

When the dynatnic is off betrveen tne and a cli-

ent, ancl it can l le off for a vzrl iety of reasons,

from artistic mis-match up ttl and including

philosophical iucompatibility and "irreconcil-

able differences." If the vibe is off befiveen us'

it can take a lot of enerqv in the actual tattoo

session. The tattoo artist not only r-reeds to be

able to come up rvith the right irnage, to apply

it with cleanliuess, craft and skill, bttt also to be

dealing rvith a client who is potentially in a lot

of pain, and potentially not dealing with that

pain so well, and a shop sitttation that can be

chaotic and busy.
For me, rvhat has happened as I've growtr in

my nine years of tattooing is that I've learned to

maximize and foster the positive dynamics and

minimize the distractions. It was rvhy I left the

shop I worked in Seattle for five years. It was

an incredibly busy shop and we were expected

to keep clients moving throtrgh and making as

much money as possible. I think that kind of

experience is valuable for a beginning tattoo

artist; I got a lot of time in skin and learning

rvhat makes a shop that works. But I needed my

o\\'n space eventually. A private space where I
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could make my own schedttle aud u,ork very

closely one-on-one with people. I needed space

to talk about art and art nlovemetrts, to talk

about reasons for getting tattooed and persou-

al ritual. The clients that I har,e had over the

years have found me generally because I'm not

your run of the mill artist. I atn fascit-tated by

ritual and theatre, by magick synbolisrn and

energy work, as rvell as art history and tattoo

history. I try to have nojudgments on the rvork

a person wants to explore
with him or herself. My
only boundaries on imag-
ery are that I won't tattoo
gang symbols or hate sym-
bology or words.

The fact that tattoos
are permanent (or as
permanent as your body
is anyrruay) makes getting
a tattoo so psychological-
ly chargecl for both the
client and the tattoo art-
ist. God, it car-r be nen'e-
rvracking sonetirnes. BLlt
that energy is so potent
and real, getting a tat-
too is so irnportant to the
person getting tattooed,
i t  mingles wi th the pain
and endorphins. The
potential for ernotional
release or ecstasy or bliss
or anger or cathalsis can
be like hitting a jackpot.
I actually get high from
tattooing sometimes. When I f ir-st started tat-

tooing it was every tattoo. Nt>w it 's all about

the connection between me and the tattoo

and the client. The more we are in syr-rch the

stronger the buzz. Hah! Better l ivir-rg through

ink.

E: In the past you have worked in sev-

eral other visual art forms. How have these

informed your practice of body art? Do you

continue to pursue other visual forms?

SR: I feel fortunate to say that I'r'e beetr

a rvorkir-rg artist my whole adult life. I started

out as a scenic painter in New York City and

a mural painter. I rvas in school at the time in

New.|ersey, stuclying art, theatre and literature.

All my professors were working professionals

in the City who took me under their wings and

got me jobs so I could afford to stay in school.

I 'd mix paints and do
window displays and wri te
poems on the train home
at night. It r'vas all very
romantic somehow but
it was hard work. It feels
like everything I've done
has influenced my work.
It's kind of overwhelming
if I stop to think about it.
I rnoved to Seattle in the
early nineties to work for
a production cornpany
as tr charge painter. It
was slitz ancl I'eathers,
the casino bttsiness and
I learnecl abotrt really
designing, ancl Iighting
design too, and I hacl
t()  learrr  hort  to mix
cokrrs exactly fiom the
designer''s rnodels. Faux
finishes. Sign-Painting. I
desiened rock posters for
Iocal bands. I went back
to art school for a ccluple

years. [,ooking back, it 's aurazing hor,v all

along I rvas really traininp; to be a tattoo artist.

I btrrnt out on technical theatre and rvound

trp meeting the 'tvoman lvho taught me horv

to tattoo. I stopped everything else for three

years and.just tattooed. Right away I could do

it. Maybe not with any finesse or sophisticati<-rtt,

but I knew horv to use the machine and I

kner.v my orvn artistic tastes aud I had a lot of
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Another look ot tlrc transition from one canvos to another:A brushstroke tree (left) becomes o tottoo (right).

friends lrho alreliclr loved tttt ' tvork, so I stirrted

out tat tooinq clc l ing a lot  o l 'c t tst()nt  rvork ancl

unique designs.
Right norv, asicle fl onr tattooing, I ittn do-

ing a lot of drirrvinq aud irrk paintines. Tattot,rs

can be so intertse irtrcl {ircttsccl I l ike to do loos-

er more expressive rvolk. (lharcttir ls irud luessy

splashes of ir-rk irncl rvatercolor. I 'r 'e ttever let

rnyself go too zrbstract, I u' irs t lairtecl {istrrativelv

so I ' rn real ly enjoyinu tn i t rg to bc abst l i tc ' t  i t t td

lnessv rvheu not rvot 'k i t rg () l ' l  s() l l te() l tc 's bocl l .

I  th ink i t 's  realh '  i tn l tor tant  l in '  a tat too i t t ' t is t

to have at  least  ( )ne () t l tc l '  t t recl i t t t t t  to exl t lotet

because skin is the t r l t i r rut te i t t  l t t t  r r r r { i r r -g iv i r tg

rnedirrrn.  I 'nr  i tchine lo c lo sort tc prt i t t t i t t {s

again,  f isru-es nt tc l  st t r real  larrr lst :apcs,  l r t r t  I  i r r t t

rvorkir-rs <.rr t  l t  t tot 'e l  i rnt l  rvr i t i r rg l i r t  t r re t l tk t 's

rrp a lot  of  thc s i t l l re crrelg\  es 1-r l t i r r t i r rg,  s<l  I

promiscd r l t ,sel f ' l  rvot t ' t  s t? l r t  i ln\ '  l ta i r r l i r tus rr t l -

t i l  the novel  is  l in ishcd.

E: Is your approach to writing stories simi-

lar to your approach to tattoo art. ot'sirnilar to

your approach to visual art in general? If noto

how does it differ?

SR: NIy approach to tattoo art can be very

firrrnal. I arn trying to rlul a bttsiuess and fbr

nle t() clcl that I have to keep certtrin boundaries

rvit lr rn1'self 'and my clients. I wotrld say that for

the uctrral crcirt ir,e part of the tattoo process,

tlre point rvht--re it 's me and mv music and my

pcnci ls s i t . t inq at  u) \ ' i l l - t  {able rvorki t rg out a c le-

s iun, i t  is  vel l  nr t rc l r  l ike rvr i t ine.  I  catr  p lay and
get it n'r-orrq" I can erilse ()f I czur totally.just be

irr  r r r r ' { r r ' ( ) ( ) \e.  lJc l i r re I  * ' r i te I  stretch ot t t ,  I  do

vr.rga, I clance, I take a bath, rvhatever it takes to

prr t  in t l r t ' t inr t ' ,  get  l l lv  ass i r t  the c l ta i r .  I  knotv

i f  I  s i r  thele long enougl) .  the stor-v rv i l l  reveal

i tsr ' l f  : rncl  I  < 'arr  lose rnr,sel f  in t l te process.

Nirtalir '  ()<ilclbelq (l l i i l irrg l)ourn the l lones) is a

u,r ' i tcr  th l r f  a lso paints.  I  uskecl  hcr otrce how

shc rlocs it, is she toln betu'erett rvrit ing and

puint i r ru? Sht '  re:sponcled that hel  paint inu is

l r t ' r  bcatr t i l t r l  p leastrr-e,  s l tc zr l lorvs hersel f  the

I t rxrr l l  o{  l rc l  hobbr ' .  bt t t  hel  u,r- i t ing is w}rere

she li lrorvs she can't l 'ru) a\vzlv tionr herrself. I
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wasjealous when she said that. I
HA\aE to write. I HA\IE to draw.
I am constantly challenged by
both. Fortunately my drawing
is something that's enabled me
to make a living. But creatively,
I think the difference between
the writing and the tattooing,
is that the tattooing Process
itself, apart from the drawing
part of the tattoo process, has
to be somewhat formal in or-
der to maximize the safety and
comfort of the client and mY-
self, and to do quality work.

I am not only being en-
trusted rvith the clieut's tattoo
and skin, but with their health.
That's serious bttsiness. My
writing is so internalized and
the tattooing is so externalized.
They balance one another.

E: Is there a particular tat-
too or body art project that
stands out to you? Something
that perhaps caused you to
change your approach, or pre-
sented obstacles you had not
before encountered?

SR: I am blown away and
honored by the trust that rny
clients show me. One of my cli-
ents forrnd me after seeing <tne
of my paintings in a gallery irr
Seattle. He gave me his entire
back to do whatever I rvished. I was floored. He

wanted no say in nhat I lvas going to tattoo on

him, and furthermore, he didn't want to know

why I chose the design ttnti l  lve were finished.

\A/hat do you say to that? I tnean, r,vhat an honor,

whatever doubts I had about mvself I had to let

go of real fast. It 's intimidating really. Another

client loved Kate Btrsh. He brotrp;ht Ine every

album she ever nr:rc le,  incl t rd i t re al l  the rare

Ihis client didn't wont to know whot he wos getting until the design ond

tattoo were finished.

B-sides aucl stttff only released in Ettrope. He

hacl an :rutographed photo of her and letters

she hacl rvritten back to him. He was ape-shit

over her arncl he loved ruy artrvork. He lvanted

me to paiut :t painting while I l istened to her

music and I'vhatever I came up with rvas to be

his tzrttoo. I paintecl sornething that wound up

being an i l l trstlatiort <tf r ' : lr iorts elements from

lrcr songs. Hc' lt. 'rtccl it. IIe rvirtrtccl l l ly own
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artwork, not an interpretation of ircrs. He.just

wanted her to be my nruse firr his tattoo. So I

did it again. Treated it l ike I rvas desisrrirrtr u
backdrop for a Kate Bush Concert. I le l,()VEl)
it. We just f inished i..

Something simi lar  happenccl  u, i th un i r rk
design I did this sprinu. It stalted out sirrrple
enough. Amanda u,as gracltrating fi 'clur ur-lr<l
school and for her PhD she rvantecl a tlee o1'
life tattoo on her lorv-

er back. \&'e decidecl

to go for an ink-l'asl'r
look, that the tree

would be made up
of brushstrokes of

black and gra)' ink
like an old 

-fapanese
brushstroke paintine.
I must have pirinted
30 of those trees over

two weeks, throrr' ing

away each one, I . j t rst
kept overu'or-king
them and they lciokecl

forced and unnaltu-
ral. I was starting tcr

get really fiustratecl

because it 
- just 

wasn t

working right. Finallv
I focused and loos-

ened up and dippecl

my brush and just paintcrl it in a I 'eu' rninrrtcs,

every l ine just f lolved, it n'as ver-y Zen. Astouncl-
ing that it was so easl' once I fbtrnd that place in

myself, hit the groove. Like hol'\ 'c-lr can rvrite
a sentence sornetirnes, jLrst type off sor-nething
really smart or poetic, and then vorr re-r'ead it
and go "Did I reallyjust n'rite that?"

E: What are your immediate and long term
plans for your shop and your art? Is there a
specific project you would like to undertake in
the future?

SR: Right now I've got a f-er,v reallr, biq
pieces in the works. Tu'o back pieccs rrrrd i l

slct:r 'cs that I u,nnt to gct f inished and put in
rnv por-tl ir l io. The inrnrediate plan is to stay
vt'r ' \, snlrl l  arrd keep developir"rg the clientele
I n'urrt to u,olk rvith. I er,entrrally want to find a
largcr space and stirlt takinq ()n arpprentices. I
lovc to tcach, and I have a lot I f 'eel I could pass
orr  to the r isht  students.  My idea is to bui ld a
stablc o1-trniqtre ancl talentecl artists rvorking in
ru fl ' ierndlv non-threatenine space. Tattoo shops

catr be so strange, the
irrterpersonal poli
t ics,  etc . . .  i t 's  why I
started working fbr
myself. That's not im-
mediate though. My
shop is sti l l  getting
on its feet and I have
t0 be very careful not
to get so caught up
in the business side
of things that the art-
rvork stfl'ers. Besides
I'r,e sot this novel tcr
f in ish ( lauehing).

I have so many

projects I 'd l ike to
ckr. \4here do I start?
Okai' I love sr,rPerhe-

roes, been a cornic
book .jur-rkie since I
rvas a kid. I want to dcr

a sprau'l ine epic conric bclok srrperhero back
picce, a nr i l l ion colols,  conr ic bclok special  ef-
I  ects,  etc.  .  .

I rvant t() t i l tt()() soltreol)e head to toe with
all t lre nrelidians ftrr Chinese meclicine and
ilcrrpunctul'c, coloL-cocled lor the specific rne-
l ic l i iur  l ines ancl  points.

I rvant to do a selies of' paintings, nndes
arrcl sti l l  l i f 'e, and also sonte abstract stuff. Start
c 'x1l lor i r ru (  ) r r  cArr \  i rs a{ l r i r r .

I hzrlc a fhntirsv <11'tattcloing alt entire novel,
in pieces, ()l l  l . l l iu)y, nran?v people. lt lvould need
to lrc zr hell of a novel, I innegan's \Uake maybe,
<n' ,llrrDt Ditk, ctr' ̂ Sometirnes a (]reril lrlotion. o
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