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Define “Tattoo”
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Merriam-Webster

• “An indelible mark or figure 
fixed upon the body by 
insertion of pigment under 
the skin or by production of 
scars.”

N.C. General Statute 130A-283

• (a) – “As used in this Part, the 
term ‘tattooing’ means the 
inserting of permanent 
markings or coloration, or the 
producing of scars, upon or 
under human skin through 
puncturing by use of a needle 
or any other method.”



Define “Tattoo”
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Slow motion of tattooing process



Tattoo Relationship
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Tattoo Relationships
• Cultural importance ranges from 

societal and religious beliefs, personal 
reasons, criminal, healing purposes, 
and many more!

• Regulation is constantly evolving.  It 
can vary between Cities, Counties, 
States, and Countries.

• Public and Environmental Health 
impact both affects and is affected by 
Regulation and Cultural significance.

• Tattoos & Body Art are affected and 
affects all aspects of relationship.

Cultural

Public 
Health

Regulation
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Tattoo and Body Art 
History

History of Tattoo & Body Art

Otzi the Iceman

• 5,300 years old!

• Covered with over 50 “tattoos” or permanent 
markings

• Location of “tattoos” may have significance

• Method of application was important

• “Tattoo” style and application most likely was 
present 2,000 years earlier!



Early Tools and Applications

History of Tattoo & Body Art
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• 2,000 year old tattoo needle

• Needles are cactus spines 
while handle is from 
lemonade sumac and bound 
with yucca fibers



Early Civilizations and Tattoos

History of Tattoo & Body Art
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• Ancient Egyptian mummies found with 
various tattoos and markings

• Also found in China, Siberia, Peru, and more!

• Historical significance and evidence beginning 
to take shape
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History of Tattoo & Body Art

Cherokee
Markings varied between civilizations

Greco-Roman
• Staining or painting faces

• Used natural colors: Red from clay, Black 
from soot or ash

• Permanent markers or tattoos

• Used for identification for military units or 
criminals

Tattoo and Body Art variations
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Cultures and Empires

History of Tattoo & Body Art

We are beginning to get a glimpse of why tattooing and body art are important 

Persia
• Marked 

criminals for 
range of 
crimes

Greeks
• Took idea 

from the 
Persians

• Also used 
for I.D.

Picts
• Picti or “The 

Painted 
Ones”

• Northern 
Scotland

• Very fierce 
warriors

Norse
• First 

described by 
Arab traders

• No actual  
evidence

S. Pacific
• Extremely 

important

• Varied 
between 
Islands and 
peoples

• Public health 
importance

Japan
• War

• Crime



South Pacific

History of Tattoo & Body Art
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• Varied between Islands and Polynesian people (Maori, Samoa, 
Tonga, Tahiti, and more)

• First to address environmental health concerns

• Extreme importance for both application and style
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History of Tattoo & Body Art

Jews

Tattoo application and purpose

Tools and application
• Identification purposes • Very painful

• Public health impact - None

Holocaust



War
History of Tattoo & Body Art
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Past & Current
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History of Tattoo & Body Art

Japan

Past & Current

El Salvador
• General criminals

• Organized crime

• Body suits

• Gangs & MS13

Crime



15

Entertainment

History of Tattoo & Body Art

“See the Tattooed man!”

• Circuses and “Freak Shows”



History of Tattoo & Body Art

16

Today
• Trends and regulations are evolving

• Ethics

• “Do not resuscitate”



Tattoo Data
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Data
• What percentage of Americans have 

at least 1 tattoo?

• 5%?

• 10%?

• 20%?

• 50%?

• 80%?

• No accurate or readily available 
information from CDC or WHO.  
Why?



Regulation
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Regulation
• North Carolina G.S. 130A-283

• North Carolina 15A NCAC 18A .3200

• Effective April 1, 1995

• Amended effective November 1, 2002

• Purpose: To prevent bloodborne 
pathogens and environmental 
microbes

• Complaint based

• All or nothing approach to permitting 
artist



Inspection items
Regulation
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Sample of items that must be present to obtain a permit
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Regulation

Virginia

Regulation varies from State to State

Oregon
• G.S. Title 54.1, Chapter 7

• Board for Barbers and Cosmetology

• Tattoo application be in good standing in every 
jurisdiction where licensed or registered

• Must have attended and passed an approved 
tattooing school and apprenticeship

• Must complete 1,500 hours as apprentice

• Must pass Board approved test

• Div. 915, 331-915

• Graduate from an Oregon Licensed Career School for 
Tattooing

• Course must contain 360 hours of instruction

• Bloodborne pathogen training

• Documented minimum of 50 completed procedures

• Use and maintain equipment in accordance to 
manufacturer’s specifications or not approved by the 
governing body and FDA

• Adhere to CDC precautions

• Must complete at least 10 hours of continuing education, 
regardless of status

• Also governs piercing, branding or scarification, and 
implants

Other States
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Regulation

England

Regulation is still evolving between Countries and Unions

European Union
• Laws and regulations

• Easily accessible information

• Priorities

• Culture vs. Science

• Cloudy regulations

• Centralized Government and data access

• Push for more data and sources for inks

• Medical concerns

• Priorities

Other Countries
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General Regulation

Regulation

Often overlooked facts about Tattoo and 
Body Art regulation in the U.S.

• Currently no regulation for inks in U.S. – FDA

• Very little data available

• Bodily fluids are not considered medical waste

• Autoclave or single use?

• Sharps disposal container is loosely defined

• Bandaging type

• No after care data or follow-ups

• Leading the way or falling behind?



Tattoo and Body Art complications
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Concerns
• Infections: HIV, Hepatitis B & C, 

Staph, and more

• Rash and allergic reactions

• Granulomas

• Keloid formation

• MRI burns

• Tattoo removal: scarring



Trends
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Trends
• Implants

• Scleral “tattooing”

• Microblading

• UV or “invisible” tattoos

• Scarring

• Branding

• Social media impact

• Technology impact
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Looking to the Future

Regulation

Evolving Regulations

Consequences
• H.B. 250

• Culture change

• Unintentional consequences leads to stricter 
rules

• More data available

• Difficult to change

• Definitions change

• Unqualified inspectors

• Lobby groups

• Unintended/unforeseen/unwanted 
additions or changes to laws and rules

The Future



Recap
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Recap
• Tattooing and Body Art have a long 

history

• The relationship between tattooing 
and body art directly affects and is 
affected by culture, regulation, and 
public health

• Very little data is available

• Regulation varies from City to City, 
County to County, State to State, and 
Country to Country

• The future of Tattooing and Body Art 
remains ever evolving

• Answer to initial question?



336-214-6966

Thank You!
Phil Thompson, REHS

Program Manager

Phil.Thompson@dhhs.nc.gov



Thank You!
Chuck Eldridge, Tattoo Archive, Winston-Salem, NC
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