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THE NEEDLE AND THE DAMAGE DONE
Case studies of the rock/tattoo crossover 

In 1967, Th e Who released a song called Tattoo, the tale of two brothers who decide to go 
through a traditional rite of passage and get some permanent body art. Pete Townshend’s feelings 
about the subject were betrayed by one line in particular: ‘I expect I’ll regret you, but the skin 
graft man won’t get you.’ In those days, after all, rock stars did not tend to get tattooed. Th ese 
days, by contrast, ink-on-skin is a recognised signifi er of the devil-may-care rock mindset – so 
hats off  to a few pioneers: Janis Joplin (a ‘Florentine bracelet’ and small heart), AC/DC’s late 
singer Bon Scott (among other things, a tiger and a parrot), and Fleetwood Mac’s taciturn 
bassist John McVie, who built the penguin into his band’s iconography by getting a tattoo of 
one (on his right forearm) in 1971. From there, the story moves on to such tattoo enthusiasts as 
Th e Clash’s Paul Simonon (a New York taxi, and a none-too-subtle gun), after which the kind of 
punk rock that decisively took root in the early 1980s, along with LA-style heavy metal, joined 
rock and tattoos together forever. Th ese, though, are some of our favourites…

Henry Rollins

Liam Gallagher Oasis

Over to the man born Henry Lawrence Garfi eld (1961), 
launched into the mass consciousness as the singer with 
hardcore punk pioneers Black Flag: ‘I got started in ’81, in 
those grimy places in Hollywood. Nowadays, you have to 
stand in line behind a model and a housewife, but not 
then…I wanted to be diff erent. I wanted to customize 
the chassis.’ His fi rst tattoo was a Black Flag logo 
on his left arm, followed in turn by multiple 
additions, such as the logo of German avant-
gardists Einstürzende Neubauten and, in tribute 
to the Stooges song of the same name, the legend 
‘Search & Destroy’ (along with a huge sun-face) 
on his back. He’s since stopped: ‘I used to think 
that by decorating the exterior you change the 
interior. I don’t get tattooed anymore, but I don’t 
regret anything that’s on me.’

In 1997, Liam Gallagher and Patsy Kensit had each 
other’s fi rst names tattooed on their arms, courtesy 
of a London tattoo artist named Lal Hardy. ‘When 
he came in and asked to have Patsy’s name etched 
on his arm, we tried to tell him he might want 
to change it but he wouldn’t listen,’ Hardy later 
recalled. ‘When you’re in love, you’re in love.’ Th ey 
divorced in 2000, and in 2001 – supposedly at the 

behest of Liam’s new squeeze, Nicole Appleton – the 
‘Patsy’ tattoo was completely covered by an admirably 

big design, pinched from the ‘Taking care of business’ 
patch Elvis Presley co-designed with his Karate 
teacher. But note: Liam (sometimes nicknamed 
‘Elvis’ by Noel) copied the words ‘Faith’ and ‘Spirit’ 
but not ‘Discipline’. Kensit, meanwhile, went for 
the option of changing ‘Liam’ to ‘Lennon’, the 
name of their son.

Tommy Lee Mötley Crüe

Travis Barker Blink-182

Amy Winehouse
‘I like looking at pretty pictures,’ she said in 2007. ‘I get 
bored looking in the mirror and seeing the same thing, 
so I just keep getting more and more.’ Winehouse paid 
for her fi rst tattoo aged 15 – a ‘semi-permanent’ image 
of Betty Boop – and then really got going. ‘I got my 
eagle, and then my feather and my lightning on my 
arm…And then I got my horseshoe, 
and then I got the busty girls and 
my little love hearts…Th en I got my 
tittie-girl, and then I got “Never clip 
my wings” [pictured].’ Two other stories: 
when Winehouse performed at the 2008 
Grammys, the ‘tittie-girl’ had an inked-on 
bikini; and in 2009, stories circulated that 
the tattooed tribute to her estranged husband 
Blake Fielder Civil (also pictured) was about to 
go. At the time of writing, its fate was unknown.

 Among other tattoos, the drummer-cum-DJ and former Mr Pamela 
Anderson has a vast ‘tribal design’ on his back, and two ‘dragon heads’ 
on his chest. A 1996 court case involving his assault of a Jewish 
photographer saw a hoo-hah about an alleged swastika on one of his 
arms, since removed, and described by his lawyer as ‘simply a stupid 

tattoo’ (as opposed to writing ‘Mayhem’ on your stomach, 
which is obviously quite clever). Anyway, according to the 

Crüe’s autobiography Th e Dirt, Lee agrees with a theory 
postulated by his analyst: ‘He pointed out that a lot 

of the tattoos were symbols of things that I wanted 
in my life, like koi fi sh, which I got inked long 
before I ever had a koi pond in my house. I also 
have a leopard tattoo, and one of these days I’m 
going to have a fucking leopard. I want one on my 

couch just chilling when I get home from a tour.’ 
Th at’s right!

If you desperately want to be a musician, you 
could always get so many tattoos that 
regular work won’t be an option, 
which is what the drummer with 
Californian punkoids Blink-182 
did. ‘I tattooed my whole body 
so I wouldn’t have to be a perfect 
person in a perfect world, working in a 
perfect job,’ he once refl ected. ‘I made it 
so I had to play music…I had no choice.’ 
His extensive body markings include the 
pictured boom-box, such words as ‘Lover’ 
and ‘Cadillac’, and a pair of praying hands on 
his head. Nice.
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