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Topic Choice
Navigating Sobriety in the 
Tattoo Industry
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Any words of wisdom or advice for women 
starting out in tattooing and or modeling?

Stay humble. Don't listen to the hate and 
remember to be safe and watch for the 
red flags. MAKE MAGIC! As an artist make 
sure the client is the most important 
player in the industry. Without them, who 
would we tattoo or pierce?

Have you had to overcome any demons 
along the way?

I have had many demons over the years as 
most of us do. I tend to joke that I never
overcame them a lot. I have learned to 
embrace them and befriend them. Now 
we play nicely together. But on a serious 
note, many challenges have come up 
along the way but we just have to move on 
and persevere through the hard times. 
They make us who we are today. NEVER
REGRET THEM. I don’t know about you 
but I love me as me and with all the flaws 
and imperfections. I am me. I am perfect. 
I am THE VOODOO DOLL!

Written by: Chris Potts 

@voodoo_dolllll
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Rock and roll and tattoos go together like... well like rock and roll goes with sex and drugs. But 
just like some rock stars have no tattoos (Alice Cooper for example. He’s scared of needles)more 
and more musicians are finding sobriety. And for those that are into tattoos, a sobriety tattoo 
can be a meaningful way to commemorate that part of their life.

It’s interesting that most of the things we still think of as stereotypes of rock and roll really 
only existed for a short period of time in a relatively small percentage of musicians. The first 
tattooed rock star didn’t even exist until about 1970. That’s when Janis Joplin got two tattoos - 
a design on her wrist and a heart on her chest - making her among the first celebrities of any 
type who had tattoos. Rock stars like Ozzy Osbourne had some tattoos in the 70s - including 
the infamous O-Z-Z-Y on his knuckles, which he said was his first tattoo at 16 and also one of 
the only ones he was sober enough to remember getting - but he didn’t get heavily tattooed 
until later. It was in the 1980s that the reputation for rock stars having tattoos really took hold. 
And it was in the mid-80s that a young punk rocker named Mike Ness first got sober.

Ness is the lead singer and guitar player of the legendary Southern California punk band Social 
Distortion. He battled serious problems with alcohol and heroin beginning at age 12. But in 
1985at age 23 he quit for good. He told the OC Register in 2019 that he hit his “emotional rock 
bottom a little bit earlier than a lot of people” and he got sober just in time to change the course 
of his life. He also said that the first thing he did after playing his first show sober was going to 
get a tattoo. The tattoos he chose after getting sober were spider webs on his elbows. He said 
his friends told him they looked like prison tats. But, as Ness told Tattoo Artist magazine in 2011, 
“it was almost like...I still wanted to look like a dope-fiend.” Ness didn’t just turn his life around 
but the fortunes of his band as well. By 1990 Social Distortion entered the Billboard charts and 
had a gold record.

Mike Ness’ spider web tattoos have a pretty abstract connection to his sobriety, but some 
musicians with sobriety tattoos have been more literal. Jason Isbell, the Grammy-Award-
winning singer-songwriter and former Drive By-Truckers guitarist, got sober in 2012. In 
February of 2022he made a post on Twitter showing off a new tattoo he got to celebrate 10 
years of sobriety. He got ten tally marks on his right forearm. Someone on Twitter asked him 
how he did it. “The luck of having good people around me,” he replied. And he said it helped 
that he started spending his money on guitars instead of drugs. Isbell won Grammys for both 
Best Americana Album and Best American Roots song in 2016 and 2020.
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