
Introduction 
• This poster revolves around Japanese influence on Early 

Euro-American Tattooing, for which there are some 
academic misconceptions. 

• The historically prolific American Traditional tattoo artists, 
Ed Hardy, states, "Traditional, Japanese-style tattooing was 
rarely successfully imitated by Western artists until Sailor 
Jerry Collins became involved in the early 1960’s."1  

• Anthropologist Enid Schildkrout states that “Until the 1960s 
most Western tattooing remained within a European aesthetic 
tradition.”2 

• It is true that in the 1960's, there was a wave of Japanese 
influence, but Japanese themes and techniques influenced 
western tattooing long before that - first appearing in the late 
Victorian period while Japonisme was sweeping modern 
art. This early Japanese influence came via Ukiyo-e 
printmaking.  

Context: The Edo Period  
Sakoku: isolation in Japan from 1639-18533 
• During this period, Irezumi flourishes in tandem with 

Ukiyo-e printmaking4 
• Woodblock carvers were known to have been tattoo artists5 
• Result: shared styles across mediums 

Meiji Restoration of 1868: Sakoku ends 
• New laws: it is now illegal to tattoo a Japanese citizen3 
• Loophole: tattooing foreigners is legal  
• Result: diaspora of Japanese styles into the West 
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Tattooist Profile: Hori Chiyo 
• A prolific character in this narrative is a tattooist named Hori 

Chiyo. Hori is an occupational name, which literally means to 
carve; a title that is shared by the Ukiyo-e woodblock 
printers.6 Since Hori Chiyo was practicing in the Victorian 
Era, he came a generation after these Edo hybrid printmakers/
tattooists, and although he was not a printmaker, he would 
have learned from the masters that practiced both trades.

Conclusion 
• There are two waves of Japanese influence on Western 

tattooing 
• The first wave is important yet overlooked. The second wave is 

important yet well studied, given the prolific American 
Traditional tattooing, specifically among artists like Sailor 
Jerry and Navy tattooing.  

• The first wave is crucial to the development of Western 
tattooing, introducing standard shading techniques, and themes 
that commonly feature the repetition of either feathers or 
scales, and are technologically efficient because they enable a 
sense of depth through layering.  

• Sutherland MacDonald was an indirect pupil of Chiyo, 
studying his shading techniques and themes.9  

• These conventions of subject and technique are ultimately 
connected to Japanese woodblock printing via Japanese tattoo 
artists like Hori Chiyo who trained under woodblock carvers 

• Considering this early influence, the academic claims that 
“Western tattooing remained within a European aesthetic 
tradition,”1 are undermining an essential component of its 
development 
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• The second player in this narrative is Sutherland Macdonald. 
He Served in the Navy as an engineer and tattooist, doing 
small, simple patchwork. However, in the final decade of the 
19th century he opened up a tattoo shop on a wealthy London 
street, making him the first professional tattoo artist to 
emerge in Britain.8
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• Thus, his style imitated themes of Ukiyo-e. Once Chiyo’s 
work was introduced to the western world, he tattooed dragon 
designs on the arms of the “Duke of Clarence and the Duke of 
York (later King George V), the Duchess of Edinburgh, Queen 
Olga of Greece, and Czar Nicholas II of Russia.”7 This high 
esteem for his work caught the interest of other artists in the 
West who wanted to improve their practice. 

• MacDonald advanced his reputation by borrowing themes 
and techniques from Hori Chiyo, and placing them on the 
bodies of the British Elite. These themes include moments of 
tension in nature, capturing a delicate moment in a violent 
situation. These themes made their way to America, as artists 
went overseas, sharing ideas and new technology. 

Tattooist Profile: Sutherland Macdonald 
•
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