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UNDERSTANDING THE PATH TO
BECOMING A TATTOO ARTIST

Breaking into the tattoo industry is not
like applying for a typical job. There are
no online applications, HR departments,
or standard qualifications that guarantee
entry.  The  tradit ional  and  most
respected  route  remains  the  tattoo
apprenticeship.  If  you  have  been
searching for guidance on how to get a
tattoo  apprenticeship,  you  must  first
understand  that  this  process  requires
patience,  humility,  and  a  genuine
dedication to the craft. Tattooing is an
ancient art form that combines technical
ski l l ,  art ist ic  vis ion,  and  a  deep
understanding of hygiene and safety. An
apprenticeship  is  the  bridge  between
being someone who loves  tattoos  and
becoming  a  professional  tattoo  artist
who  can  safely  and  beautifully  mark
another person's body for life.
The journey is rarely quick or easy. Many
aspiring  artists  spend months  or  even
years  preparing  before  they  ever  step
foot  in  a  shop  as  an  apprentice.  The
competition  is  fierce,  and  shop  owners
are  cautious.  They  are  entrusting  you
with their  reputation, their  clients,  and
their  livelihood.  Therefore,  approaching
this goal with a strategic mindset, a thick
skin,  and an unwavering work ethic  is
essential.  This  article  will  walk  you
through every critical step, from building

your artistic foundation to securing that
coveted  apprenticeship  and  thriving
once  you  are  in  the  door.

BUILDING A STRONG ARTISTIC
FOUNDATION

Before you even think about walking into
a tattoo shop, you need to prove that
you  have  a  solid  foundation  in  art.
Tattooing is drawing on skin, which is a
difficult  and  unforgiving  medium.  If  you
cannot  draw  well  on  paper,  you  will
struggle  immensely  with  a  tattoo
machine.  Your  portfolio  is  your  single
most important tool when learning how
to get a tattoo apprenticeship. It is
the  visual  representation  of  your
potential  and  your  dedication.

Develop Your
Core Drawing
Skills
Focus on the fundamentals of art. Spend
time every day practicing the following
disciplines:

Line work and shading: Master
clean, confident lines and smooth
gradients using pencil, pen, or ink.
Anatomy and proportion: Study
human anatomy, animal anatomy,
and how shapes relate to one
another. Tattoos must look correct
on the body.
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Color theory: Understand how
colors interact, blend, and
contrast. This is crucial for realistic
and vibrant tattoos.
Design composition: Learn how
to create balanced, visually
appealing designs that fit specific
body placements.

Your goal should be to create a diverse
portfolio that showcases your ability to
work in multiple styles. Include realism,
traditional,  neo-traditional,  black  and
grey, lettering, and ornamental designs.
If  you  are  weak  in  certain  areas,
dedicate extra time to improving them.
Remember, a mentor is not looking for
perfection; they are looking for potential
and a strong work ethic  demonstrated
through your art.

Create a
Professional
Portfolio
A  well-organized  portfolio  makes  a
powerful impression. Instead of a messy
sketchbook ,  inves t  in  a  c lean ,
professional  presentation.  Use  high-
quality paper and protect your artwork in
clear  sleeves.  Arrange  your  pieces
thoughtfully, starting with your strongest
work.  Include  a  mix  of  finished  pieces
and  progression  shots  that  show  how
you  develop  an  idea  from concept  to
completion. Do not include tattoos you
have done on yourself or friends with a
machine. This is often a red flag for shop
owners, as it shows a lack of respect for
the apprenticeship process and potential
safety  risks.  Your  portfolio  should
contain  only  drawn  art,  paintings,  or
digital  designs  that  you  created  with

traditional art principles in mind.

RESEARCHING THE RIGHT
TATTOO SHOP AND MENTOR

Not  all  apprenticeships  are  created
equal. Finding the right mentor and shop
environment  is  just  as  important  as
developing  your  artistic  skills.  A  bad
apprenticeship  can  teach  you  poor
habits,  unsafe  practices,  or  even  ruin
your  passion  for  tattooing.  Taking  the
time to research and identify a reputable
shop is a critical step in how to get a
tattoo apprenticeship the right way.

Identify Shops
with High
Standards
Look for shops that prioritize cleanliness,
professionalism, and artistry. Spend time
observing  their  work.  Follow  the  shop
and  individual  artists  on  social  media.
Study their portfolios and pay attention
to  the i r  s ty le .  Do  they  produce
consistent,  high-quality  work?  Do  they
have a positive reputation in the local
community and online? A good shop will
have a clean, organized workspace and
artists who are respectful to clients and
each  other.  Avoid  shops  that  seem
chaotic,  unhygienic,  or  have  a  high
turnover of staff.

Understand
Different Shop
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Cultures
Every  tattoo  shop  has  its  own unique
culture.  Some are  very  traditional  and
hierarchical,  while  others  are  more
collaborative  and  modern.  Some
specialize in specific styles like American
Traditional or Japanese, while others are
walk-in friendly and do a broad range of
work.  Think  about  which  environment
you  would  thrive  in.  Do  you  prefer  a
st ructured,  mentorsh ip -heavy
environment,  or  a  more  independent,
fast-paced setting? Visiting the shop in
person (as a customer for a small tattoo,
if possible) can give you valuable insight
into how the artists interact with each
other and their clients.

MAKING A PROFESSIONAL FIRST
IMPRESSION

Once you have identified a few potential
shops, it is time to approach them. This
step  can  be  nerve-wracking,  but
preparation and professionalism will set
you apart. How you present yourself in
this  initial  interaction  speaks  volumes
about your character and readiness for
an apprenticeship.

Prepare Your
Approach
Do  not  call  or  email  asking  for  an
apprenticeship.  This  is  a  common
mistake. The best approach is to visit the
shop in  person,  but  at  the right  time.
Avoid busy Friday or Saturday evenings
when the shop is packed with clients and
artists  are  stressed.  Choose  a  slower
weekday  afternoon.  Dress  neatly,  be
polite,  and be prepared to  wait  if  the
artists are busy with clients. When you

get a moment to speak with someone,
in t roduce  yourse l f  ca lmly  and
respectfully.

What to Say and
What Not to Say
When you speak to an artist or the shop
owner, be concise and direct. State your
name,  that  you  are  looking  for  an
apprenticeship,  and  ask  if  they  are
currently accepting applicants or if they
would be willing to look at your portfolio.
If they are busy or not interested, thank
them for their time and leave gracefully.
Do not  argue,  beg,  or  try  to  convince
them.  If  they  agree  to  look  at  your
portfolio, let your work speak for itself.
Be open to feedback, both positive and
critical. A mentor wants to see that you
can  accept  criticism without  becoming
defensive.  This  is  a  crucial  part  of
l ea rn ing  how  to  get  a  tattoo
apprenticeship .

STARTING AS A SHOP HAND OR
ASSISTANT

Many  successful  apprenticeships  begin
with the apprentice working as a shop
hand or assistant. This is often the most
realistic and effective path. It allows you
to prove your reliability, work ethic, and
dedication before being formally  taken
on as an apprentice. This phase can last
w e e k s  o r  e v e n  m o n t h s ,  b u t  i t
demonstrates that you are willing to put
in the effort.

Build
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Relationships
Through Service
Offer  to  help  around  the  shop  without
expecting  anything  in  return.  Offer  to
clean  stations,  take  out  the  trash,
answer  phones,  sweep  floors,  stock
supplies,  and  run  errands.  Being  a
helpful and positive presence in the shop
builds goodwill and shows that you are
serious  about  the  industry.  Artists  will
start  to  see  you  as  part  of  the  team
rather than just an outsider asking for
something.  Use  this  time  to  observe
everything.  Watch  how artists  interact
with clients, how they set up and break
down  their  stations,  and  how  they
handle  different  situations.  Ask
questions  only  when  appropriate,  and
always be respectful of their time.

Prove Your
Dedication
Consistency  is  key.  Show up  on  time,
every time you are asked. Be the first to
arrive  and  the  last  to  leave.  Take
initiative without being told. If you see
something that needs cleaning, do it. If a
machine  needs  to  be  sterilized,  learn
how to do it properly. This period is as
much a test of your character as it is of
your skill.  A mentor wants to invest in
someone who will  represent their shop
well for years to come. Proving you are
that person is an essential part of how
to get a tattoo apprenticeship  that
lasts.

THRIVING DURING YOUR
APPRENTICESHIP

Congratulations,  you  have  secured  an

apprenticeship.  Now  the  real  work
begins. An apprenticeship is a long-term
commitment, often lasting one to three
years.  It  is  a time of  intense learning,
frustration,  growth,  and  eventual
mastery.  How  you  conduct  yourself
during  this  period  will  determine  your
future as a tattoo artist.

Learn the
Fundamentals of
Safety and
Hygiene
The  mos t  c r i t i ca l  pa r t  o f  you r
apprenticeship  will  be  learning  about
bloodborne  pathogens,  sterilization,
cross-contamination  prevention,  and
proper  shop  sanitation.  This  is  non-
negotiable. You must understand how to
safely set up and break down a station,
how to handle needles and tubes, and
how to  dispose  of  biohazard  waste.  A
skilled artist who is unsafe is a danger to
their  clients  and  their  career.  Pay
meticulous attention to every detail your
mentor teaches you about cleanliness.

Practice on
Synthetic Skin
and Grapefruit
Before you ever touch human skin, you
will  practice  extensively  on  synthetic
skins, pig skin, or even grapefruit. These
mediums help you understand machine
handling,  needle  depth,  speed,  and
angle. Do not rush this phase. It is better
to practice for months on synthetic skin
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than to make mistakes on a real person
that could lead to scarring or infection.
Your mentor will guide you through this
process,  providing  feedback  and
corrections. Be patient with yourself and
trust the process.

Develop Client
Communication
Skills
As you progress, you will start to interact
more with clients. Learn how to listen to
their  ideas,  offer  professional  advice,
manage  expectations,  and  design
custom  tattoos.  Being  a  good  tattoo
artist is not just about the technical skill
of  applying  ink;  it  is  about  creating  a
positive, comfortable experience for the
client. Watch how your mentor handles
difficult  conversations,  price
negotiations,  and  design  revisions.
These soft skills are invaluable and will
set you apart as a professional.

COMMON PITFALLS TO AVOID

Knowing  what  to  avoid  is  just  as
important as knowing what to do. Many
aspiring  artists  stumble  at  predictable
points in their journey. Being aware of
these pitfalls can save you time, money,
and heartache.

Buying a tattoo machine
before an apprenticeship: This
is one of the biggest mistakes you
can make. It often signals to shop
owners that you are impatient and
unwilling to learn properly. Wait
until your mentor tells you it is
time.
Tattooing friends and family at
home: This is dangerous, illegal in

many places, and extremely
unprofessional. It shows a lack of
respect for the craft and for safety
standards. It can also permanently
damage your reputation before
you even start.
Being arrogant or entitled: The
tattoo industry is small and word
travels fast. No one wants to train
someone who thinks they already
know everything or who refuses to
do the grunt work of cleaning and
organizing.
Comparing yourself to others:
Everyone learns at a different
pace. Focus on your own progress,
listen to your mentor, and keep
pushing forward. The only person
you should compete with is the
artist you were yesterday.
Giving up too early:
Apprenticeships are hard. You will
face criticism, long hours, and
moments of doubt. Persistence is
one of the most important
qualities a tattoo artist can have.

CONCLUSION

The question of how to get a tattoo
apprenticeship does not have a single,
simple  answer.  It  is  a  journey  that
demands artistic dedication, professional
i n teg r i t y ,  and  an  unwave r i ng
commitment to learning. It begins with
mastering your craft on paper, building a
compelling portfolio, choosing the right
mentor, and proving your worth through
humility and hard work. The path is long
and often difficult, but for those who are
truly passionate,  it  is  one of  the most
rewarding  careers  in  the  world.
Remember that every professional tattoo
artist  you  admire  once  stood  exactly
where you are now. They were the ones
who kept drawing, kept showing up, and
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never  gave up.  With patience,  respect
for the tradition, and a relentless work

ethic, you can turn your passion into a
lifelong profession. The journey is yours
to begin today.


