
There’s going to be a reckoning. A new generation 

of gifted, intelligent and self-aware tattooists is set 

to reclaim the reputation of an industry. Artist 

Paul King is ready to make his mark. But first, 

there’s blood to spill.  

 

 

T H E  S C A R S  

T O  P R O V E  I T 

 

It’s late one afternoon in the 
final days of October and I’m 
lost. For ten minutes, I’ve been 

wandering around a shuttered 
industrial estate on the outskirts 
of town. And the light is fading. 
Finally, I see it; a diminutive sign, 
the flaking paint telling me all I 
need to know: “Violent Romance 
Tattoos this way.”
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P A U L  K I N G

“It’s not the rock n 

roll lifestyle that a 

lot of people have the 

misperception of.”

Knocking tentatively, I find 
the door give lightly under my 
knuckles. I’m expected. I push 
my way through into a brightly 
lit room, the walls crowded 
with stuffed birds, candlesticks 
and picture frames containing 
images of every description. In 
front of me, Paul is stooped, 
nose lowered to within inches 
of the whirring tattoo gun. 
The flesh beneath his fingers 
quivers rhythmically as needle 
pierces inflamed skin, leaving 
behind its indelible imprint. 
He nods a greeting, indicating 
that he’ll be with me shortly 
and ignoring the gasps of pain 
from the bench below. Leaning 
back, he wipes away ink and 

plasma, smiling at his work: 
crossed daggers stretching 
from ribs to navel. I ask how 
the day’s session has gone and 
he grins mischievously, “Yeah, 
okay. I just don’t like hurting 
people”. Over his shoulder, 
today’s canvas retches into a 
wastepaper basket. 

Today has been pretty average 
for Paul, one half of Violent 
Romance Tattoos. He’s tattooed 
an assortment of grinning 
skulls, wildcats and weeping 
maidens, including around 
three hours spent on the outline 
for a large stomach piece. As 
we speak, he breaks down his 
workstation, dismantles his 

gun and tosses his rubber gloves 
into the bin. “Obviously, I love 
tattooing, but the one thing 
I’d take away is the cleaning 
up after.”

Finally, he sits down opposite 
me and relaxes into his seat. 
He doesn’t look much like 
your conventional tattoo artist. 
He’s handsome, bearded, with 
a lean athletic frame. Under a 
black baseball cap, which he 
adjusts periodically, hides a 
thick, neat crop of light brown 
hair. Tattoos are splashed 
across his skin in vivid colours 
and patterns. He’s quite the 
collector, boasting pieces from 
artists across continents. 
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“When I started out I guess I 
was quite naïve,” he confesses. 
“I thought I’ll be earning 
quite a lot of money when I 
become a tattooist and that’ll 
be it. I’ll be able to live the 
lavish lifestyle of being a rock 
star and everything...” He 
breaks off mid-sentence as the 
sterilizer hurtles into its final 
cacophonous cycle. “Sorry, 
it’s almost done”, he says, 
wincing at the noise. Back in 
his seat, he continues: “I went 
in with high hopes, straight 
away. But it was a very quick 
realization of actually, it’s not 
the way it’s portrayed.” Indeed, 
the world he discovered was 
one of hard word, dedication 
and  discipline.  

Ask anyone in the tattoo 
industry and they’ll tell you 
the same. Apprentice means 
“whipping boy.” However, Paul’s 
early career was, by confession, 
relatively smooth. “You end up 
doing all the awful stuff,” he 
explains. “You’re treated like a 
lesser person, which luckily I 
didn’t go through.” He tells me 
about a friend who learnt his 
trade in a studio in Australia. 
From the drudgery of endless 

sweeping and sterilizing to 
artists exploding over the 
most minor infraction, he was 
treated “so badly” he came close 
to quitting. Paul leans back, 
spreading his hands wide “I 
can’t say that 100% it happens 
in certain studios. But I guess a 
lot of people see it as a right of 
passage.” It’s partly to do with 
Paul’s unwavering commitment 
to his art that he’s avoided this 
part of the journey.

“I went in with high hopes, straight 

away. But it was a very quick 

realization of actually, it’s not the 

way it’s portrayed.”
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Confidence is something you 
look for in a tattoo artist. 
Observing Paul at work, it’s 
clear that he is in his element. 
Gun in hand, he’s deeply 
focused and intensely present. 
But it wasn’t always so.  

It’s a bitter spring morning four 
years ago and Paul wakes with 
a start. His phone is ringing. 
Rubbing the sleep from his 
eyes, he picks up. It’s his boss, 
Stephen, and the news is bad. 
He wants him at the studio 
ASAP and needs him to bring 
his gun. A fault with his own 
machine, perhaps? It happens. 
Throwing on fresh clothes, Paul 
grabs his gear, clambers into 
his car and kicks it into rush 
hour  traffic.  

“I think shock was the first emotion 

I felt. As I was setting up, I 

was shaking. Getting more and 

more paranoid.”

As he pulls up outside the 
studio, Stephen is standing in 
the doorway, arms folded across 
his chest. Something is up. 
Approaching the door, he holds 
out the gun but Stephen shakes 
his head, grinning. It’s not 
for him, it’s for Paul. It’s time 
to ink his first real tattoo and 
Stephen is his customer.  

Even now, Paul is visibly 
anxious talking about the 
experience. “I think shock was 
the first emotion I felt,” he 
recounts, tugging compulsively 
at the peak of his cap. “As I 
was setting up, I was shaking. 
Getting more and more 
paranoid.” Thankfully, there 
was little time for consternation 
and within minutes he was 

making his first tentative marks. 
“I can remember finishing it 
and thinking I’m proud of that 
but it’s taken me two hours and 
it’s probably just a bit bigger 
than a two pound coin – I don’t 
think I’ll be able to make it as 
a tattooist.”  

Not a defeat but far from the 
victory he envisaged, he had a 
crucial choice on his sweating, 
ink-stained hands. To abandon 
his ambitions or commit his all 
to becoming better, quicker, 
more creative. Frankly, it was 
never going to be too hard 
a  decision.
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Today, Paul is a man in 
demand. As his reputation 
grows, his diary is increasingly 
packed with people keen to get 
one of his idiosyncratic inkings. 
It’s got everything to do with 
his unique style – a peculiarly 
modern take on the traditional 
sailor tattoo. His pieces are 
vivid, mischievous and shot 
through with mythology and 
pop culture. And they’ve 
earned him a growing number 
of fiercely loyal regulars. But it’s 
a creative identity that’s been 
hard won.   

“It’s very difficult to be original.” 
Paul shrugs philosophically. 
It’s evidently a worry that has 
kept him up long nights. “The 
amount of artists out there and 
the accessibility people have 
nowadays with Instagram, 
Facebook and the internet 
in general. It’s a lot easier to 
use other people’s ideas.” This 
explains the importance he 
places on crafting an original 
style. “It’s about finding 
your own mark,” he reflects, 
“something that maybe, yeah, 
it has been done before, but 
it has that little bit, that little 
touch of, you know, your own 
creativity in it.” He’s constantly 
finessing, experimenting and 
testing the boundaries of his 
style, all in the pursuit of 
capturing something rare and 
unique. It’s what sets him apart 
from other tattoo artists. 

However, he’s made it anything 
but easy for himself. From the 
very start of his career, he has 
avoided the predictable; an 
attitude that once led him to 
destroy a whole year’s work. “I 
scrapped all of the pieces that 
I had, every drawing that I’d 
done,” he states, dismissively. 
“I tore it up and threw it in 
the bin. Absolutely everything. 
And then I just decided after 
that I was going to spend the 
foreseeable future at that time 
trying to find my own style.” 
He shrugs, as if he had no 
other option.  
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Sometimes, a fighting chance 
is just that. Violent Romance 
Tattoos first opened their doors 
back in 2011. But if they were 
expecting a warm welcome, 
they were mistaken. For Paul, 
and owner, Stephen Harpa, 
the enmity expressed by the 
local tattoo community came 
as a shock. Fiercely tribal and 
dogmatic, the established 
network of studios saw their 
launch as an incursion on 
creative and geographic territory 
already bitterly contested. Paul 
sighs, ruefully, “I think there 
was a lot of people that thought 
that it was stepping on their toes 
and everything, when that’s not 
what it’s about.” 

And it’s true. Their offering 
is very different from the 
traditional high street parlor. 
Hidden away on the outskirts 
of town, they don’t take walk-
ins – the bread and butter of 
many of their competitors 
– instead relying on word-of-
mouth and social media to 
grow their client base.  They 
are selective in the jobs they 
take on and are reluctant to 
stray away from their signature 
styles. Nevertheless, it seems 
acceptance will be a battle.

For Paul, it’s been a stark 
reminder that the feeling of 
community he so craves won’t 
be easy to come by. But if the 
lesson was bitter, Paul is not. 
He still aspires to create the 
kinship of a more diverse and 
collaborative tattoo scene. “In 
London and places like that, 
it’s very much like a massive 
family”, he explains with 
animation. “There are so many 
other studios they can connect 

with that are on the same page 
as them.” This may not be 
London or San Francisco, but if 
anyone can nurture that ethos 
here, these are the men to do it.
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Like it or not, the story of our 
lives is profoundly influenced 
by our families. Their imprint 
appears in our tastes and habits, 
the words we chose and the 
actions we take. But having lost 
his Dad at any early age, Paul 
understands the value of family 
more than most. So when he 
was plotting his artistic path, it 
was blood he put his trust in. 
“My family were supportive but 
cautious as well,” he reflects. 
“They just wanted me to still be 
able to make a living.” In fact, 
his career choice wasn’t the issue. 
“My Mum loved the thought of 
me going into tattooing, she 
just really, really didn’t want 
me to get tattooed,” he laughs, 
rubbing the snarling panther 
head vividly emblazoned across 
his neck. 

One person more than happy to 
see him making creative strides 
is long-term girlfriend, Josie. 
Muse, confidant and greatest 
advocate, she displays her 
devotion on her skin. Paul has 
lost count of the number of times 
he’s tattooed her, admitting, “at 
first I was trying to be really 
sympathetic, and then the 
more and more we tattooed, 

the less and less sympathetic I 
got.” Sympathy or no, it’s clear 
that she understands his vision 
better than anyone.  

So, what would his Dad think 
of his art? Paul considers the 
question carefully. “My Dad, 
he had tattoos… I’d like to 
think he’d be happy with the 
career I’ve chosen”. He pauses 
and then says with absolute 
conviction, “I feel like he would 
have had more tattoos because 
he would’ve wanted to have 
something done by me.”

“My Mum loved the thought of 

me going into tattooing, she just 

really, really didn’t want me to 

get tattooed.”
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When it comes down to it, 
the tattoo world is still about 
defiance. About showing the 
beauty and brutality of a world 
obsessed with self-image. The 
most successful artists are 
part entrepreneur, part enfant 
terrible, all wit, irreverence and 
unerring self-belief. But that’s 
nothing without both ability 
and originality, and that’s 
where Paul excels.  

Freedom of expression is 
elemental to his process. 
“You start drawing and it just 
takes you away,” he explains, 
“anything can influence you.” 
I ask him if he thinks his style 
has changed over time. “It’s 
got a lot darker as of recently,” 
he agrees. “I couldn’t really 
pinpoint what makes me draw 
like that. It’s just what I enjoy 
doing, I guess”.  

But then there’s the reality 
of the “buyers market” of 
tattooing. In the crudest sense, 
subsistence means providing a 
service that people want to pay 
for. And creativity often comes 
second to paying the bills. He 
laughs, “obviously if you find 
a style and it’s not something 
a lot of people do like, then 
you’re stuck.” After all, what is 
a tattooist if not a gun for hire?  

I ask Paul how he defines 
himself and his brow fleetingly 
furrows, “I’d probably just say 
an artist, to be honest”. From 
his tone it’s clear he’s never 
considered himself anything 
else. And as his star rises, he 
remains firmly grounded by the 
gravity of what he creates. “It’s a 

very humbling feeling to know 
that people are happy for you 
to tattoo them and leave that 
mark on them for life. It’s crazy 
to think that someone’s happy 
for that. Ha!”  
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