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‘The Mark’ of Cuban Tattoo Culture
By: Rebecca DeNell

Tattoo artist David Perez puts the finishing touches on my new forearm tattoo.
Tattoos are an enticing art form that are incredibly individualistic to each human being; it’s a beautiful
adventure to be able to get to know individuals through the marks on their skin. On the College of
Journalism and Mass Communications study abroad trip to Cuba this summer, my interest was
piqued at the notion of getting to learn about another society’s tattoo culture. When I realized that
Cuba had just opened their first tattoo parlor last January, La Marca, I knew that would be the perfect
place to start.
When I first walked into La Marca, my eyes immediately traveled around the room, trying to absorb
as much of the art surrounding me as possible. There are edgy pictures, hand-painted murals,
music posters that had inspired tattoos, diverse range of drawings, a tattooed doll, and a hefty stack
of portfolios to gaze upon while Ailed Duarte and Marta Maria run the front end. The actual tattooing
studio is in an extremely sterile, separate, upstairs room. The tattoo artists, David Perez and Leo
Canosa, run a very tight ship in the serene upstairs. Before beginning any tattoo they show each
utensil still wrapped in its original plastic. Even though it’s a very clean area, it still isn’t void of
personality. Tattoo stencils, previous works, photos of family members and even comical stickers
pepper the walls throughout the room.

The waiting room was decorated to be open and inviting, while always having something new to look
at.
The differences between the parlors in the United States and Cuba were found in the patrons
receiving the tattoos. Because of the lack of gangs, weapons and drugs in Cuba, the common
taboos associated with tattoos in the United States, didn’t apply in Cuban culture. Tattoos have thus
become purely an art form full of self-expression.
La Marca was overflowing with character and charm. I fell in love even faster than I thought possible.
My experience at this humble shop was also completely unexpected. I had assumed that with the
differences in culture, lifestyle and resources at a Cuban tattoo parlor, it would be significantly
different from the ones I had experienced in Lincoln, Nebraska. La Marca is the first tattoo parlor in
the private sector of Cuba, after all. The surprise lay within the fact that this shop was more like a
little piece of home. The similarities across countries showed a unity I wasn’t expecting to find. The
pricing was identical to that of the United States. The people and resources available were
everything I had experienced before.

The personality of La Marca is visible with all the personal touches in hanging around the parlor.
The opportunity to assimilate into another culture and immerse myself in its diversity has provided
me with a new perspective on life, customs and culture. Being able to connect with others was an
immensely important part of my experience. Although we didn’t share the same language, the art of
tattooing connected our cultures in a way I never thought possible.

Both Ailed Duarte (left) and Marta Maria (right) show off the beautiful arm tattoo pieces done by the
shop’s local artists David Perez and Leo Canosa.
Rebecca DeNell is a senior double majoring in advertising and public relations and art.

Jun 22nd, 2015

