
 
 
 



 

Great Lakes Tattoo looks forward, back with new 

Walk-Up Classic 

 

 

There is an old tattoo adage that reads, “As ancient as time, as modern as tomorrow.” It’s a 

favorite of artist Nick Colella, who painted it on the front desk of his Great Lakes Tattoo shop 

where it has become a more or less brand statement. Since opening in 2013, the two-story 

studio in West Town has been doing things differently, padding the traditional tattooing business 

with an arts gallery/open community space, a museum of unique memorabilia and, this 

weekend, hosting the inaugural Walk-up Classic. 



 

The first of its kind mini-convention aims to provide an alternative to monolithic productions like 

the Chicago Tattoo Arts Convention (taking place in Rosemont this weekend). In contrast, Great 

Lakes’ condensed version will forgo the dizzying amount of entertainment, vendors and 

seminars to solely host 20 artists over two days, “most visiting from at least 200 miles away,” 

Colella says. Clients will have the rare opportunity for first-come, first-serve walk-in sessions 

with notables like Austin, Texas’s Steve Byrne; Boulder, Colorado’s Marina Inoue; and Toronto’s 

Glennie Whitehall, all of whom normally have long waiting lists. 

 

“We wanted to make it about tattoos again,” Colella says about piecing together the event, 

which he hopes will be an annual affair. Although the Chicago native has often taken a modern 

approach in his 22-year career, including becoming a popular Instagram figure, he also has a 

strong romanticism for the history of tattoo culture, particularly in Chicago. 

 

Colella collects scores of memorabilia relating to the local practice of the craft, which has been 

around in the city since the late 1800s, and has put together a living museum full of antique 

tattoo guns and kits, yellowed business cards and walls of photos, posters and vintage flash art 

that, even today, people still choose as designs. 

 

“I’m on the hunt constantly at auctions and flea markets; it’s obsessive,” he says, unsure of how 

much memorabilia he owns. 

 

“I display as much as I can because I want this shop to be an institution where people can 

come, not just to get tattooed, but also [to] see the history of the art in Chicago. There’s faces to 

the names and personalities,” he says, mentioning classics like the late Cliff Raven and Gib 

“Tatts” Thomas, circus men who were some of the original tattooers that occupied a forgotten 

stretch of the 400 block of South State Street where burlesque shows, arcades and “other items 

of vice” lived at the turn of the 20th century, says Colella. He named his shop in homage to the 

young sailors from the Great Lakes Naval Base who were regular weekend customers and 

helped to create a thriving hub of tattooing until 1963 when a long-running change in law 

ensured that only those 21-and-older could get inked. 



 

“At that time the city was trying to raze State Street and clean it up, and one of the ways to do 

that was to stop those types of businesses from getting customers,” says Colella. 

 

The law stayed in effect until 2005, and in the process the tattooing business in Chicago 

suffered, he says. “It essentially dried up tattooing in Chicago and most artists left and went to 

the coasts. Chicago became a flyover.” 

 

When Colella started working in the industry in 1994 at Chicago Tattoo and Piercing Company 

(one of the oldest shops which grew out of Cliff Raven Tattoo Studios), he says there were only 

seven shops in existence. “There was a lot of politics involved” in trying to get the right license, 

he says, though it is has changed dramatically over time especially with the rise of reality shows 

like “Ink Master” and the “L.A. Ink” franchise and more shops in mixed-use areas that have 

made the practice more accepted and accessible. Colella estimates there are now upwards of 

120 tattoo shops in the city. 

 

While it’s good that business is booming again, Colella says, “I don’t want it to take away from 

what those original guys were doing.” He even goes as far as to photograph seniors with tattoos 

in order to catalog and document the work they’ve had done. 

 

“Everyone talks about tattoos being so permanent, but they’re really not. They’re less 

permanent than art on canvas. Once that person goes, you don’t see those [tattoos] ever 

again,” he continues, rationalizing, “I want people to realize tattooing is something bigger than 

us. There’s a whole world that came before social media, a generation who did it quietly and put 

out amazing work.” 

 

 
 



 

18 Of Our Favorite Events In Chicago This Weekend 
 
WALK-UP TATS: Great Lakes Tattoo brings the tattoo convention mentality back to basics 
with their 1st Annual Walk-Up Classic. Between 11 a.m. and 7 p.m. on Saturday and 
Sunday twenty artists will be on hand to tattoo clients first come, first served. That means 
no long wait lists or multiple sessions. They’ll have one-shot tattoos designed specifically for 
the event as well as tattoos from their extensive regular collection ready to go. 
 

Get Inked At The First Annual Walk-Up Classic At 
Great Lakes Tattoo This Weekend 
 
 

 

 

http://greatlakestattoo.com/
http://greatlakestattoochicago.tumblr.com/post/141155911576/make-your-way-to-the-1st-annual-walk-up-classic


For Chicagoans, getting a tattoo from a nationally-renowned artist can often mean a 

cross-country road trip (not to mention a months-long stint on a waitlist). Not so this 

weekend, though. This Saturday and Sunday, Noble Square's Great Lakes Tattoo will host 

its 1st Annual Walk-Up Classic, where visitors can get tattoos from greats on a first-come, 

first-serve basis—and anyone can browse for free. 

 

More than 20 artists from around the country, all of whom live more than 300 miles from 

Chicago, will come to town to work the event. Visiting artists will include Beau Brady from 

New York City, Brad Fink from St. Louis, Jennifer Lawes from Toronto and Scott Sylvia from 

San Francisco. Though they're not doing custom designs, each artist has created their own 

flash sheet—a board or paper of original, pre-set designs—just for the Classic. 

 

The event is the brainchild of Great Lakes' owner Nick Colella, who has been tattooing in 
the city since 1994. He's seen firsthand how Chicago tattooing conventions, and local tattoo 
culture, have changed over the years. This Walk-Up Classic is inspired, in part, by his 
nostalgia of old-school tattoo conventions. 

“I hate to say [modern conventions are] commercial," Colella told Chicagoist, "but there is 
just so much other stuff going on at these conventions now that tattooing has taken a 
backseat to the piercing, the suspension, vaping and whatever else they can fit.” 

Colella fondly recalls the smaller conventions he frequented earlier in his career: “They 
were a good time to meet new people and to reconnect with old friends,” he said. That's 
gotten less feasible at modern conventions, though, which are both bigger and less 
important. With social media, Colella said, advertising with a convention booth is no longer 
a must. 

He misses the simpler times, though, and you can tell from his shop. "There are nods to the 
[history] of tattooing in Chicago all over the space," Colella explained. "The stripes on the 
wall match the stripes that were on the wall at Hollywood Arcade on State Street in the 
1950s." 

http://greatlakestattoo.com/
https://www.instagram.com/p/BC-zKxVSmHA/
http://beauxbrady.blogspot.com/
http://ironagetattoo.com/wordpress/about/brad-fink/
http://pearlharborgiftshop.com/home/artists/jen-lawes/
http://www.blackhearttattoosf.com/scott_sylvia/


In the 1950s heyday of Chicago's vice district, located mostly on State Street between Van 
Buren and Roosevelt, tattoo artists like Tatts Thomas and Ralph Johnstone worked in 
"studios" within arcades. They would frequently ink sailors coming in from the Great Lakes 
Naval Base in their “studios,” often as small as reception desks, set up like pop-ups within 
arcades and art theaters. 

In another homage to historic Chicago tattoo artists, Colella has hung the walls at Great 
Lakes with their old flash sheets, and still tattoos modern customers with their vintage 
designs. 

The Walk-Up, though, will hinge more on the flash sheets visiting artists' made for the 
event. Robert Ryan, one of the owners and artists at Electric Tattoo in New Jersey, told 
Chicagoist he created his designs around a theme. “The sheet I made is a blend of Western 
classic carnival and Eastern esoteric mysticism," he said. "All images I would love to tattoo.” 

Dan Smith, the owner of Captured Tattoo in Tustin, California, will attend with a flash sheet 
focused on classics. 

“The classic tattoo designs like girls’ faces, roses, daggers, hearts and flags will always be 
the backbone of Americana tattooing,” he said. He tends to create these traditional images 
while remaining open to images "from current events, events in history, ideals and beliefs, 
song titles or lyrics and even... logos or symbols.” 

Steve Byrne, the co-owner of Rock of Ages Tattoo in Austin, kept bells and whistles to a 
minimum on his Walk-Up flash sheet. 

“I tried to keep it nice and simple," he told Chicagoist. "There's a little Texas flavor in there, 
too, as I'll be the only person coming from that region.” 

Great Lakes Tattoo is located at 1148 W. Grand Ave. The Walk-Up Classic is from 11:00 

a.m. to 7:00 p.m. on Saturday and Sunday. First come, first served. Pricing will be 

determined based on the design and the artist. 

 

https://www.instagram.com/electrictattoonj/?hl=en
http://www.capturedtattoo.com/gallery.php
http://www.rockofagestattoo.com/stevebyrne


 

Photos: Tattoo Artists At Work At Great Lakes 
Tattoo's 1st Walk-Up Classic 
 

 

         

       



         

       

 

A crowd of tattoo collectors and tattoo virgins alike starting lining up outside Great Lakes 
Tattoo(GLT) as early as 6:45 a.m. on Saturday for the shop’s 1st Annual Walk-Up Classic. 
The line spanned the block. By the time we stopped by, the place was literally abuzz, as 
dozens of motorized tattoo machines inked participants at the same time. 

For the Classic, tattoo artists from all around the country spent the weekend at GLT, giving 
tattoos on a first come, first served basis. Customers got to skip the artists' typical 
months-long waitlists, but had to pick their tattoo designs from the artists' flash 
sheets—pre-set sheets of designs the artists created especially for the event. 

Mike Silas came in to Chicago from Milwaukee to get a tattoo from GLT's owner, Nick 
Colella. “It's electric," Silas told Chicagoist. "You come in, pick something off the [flash] 
sheet and get it done, so it's like the grass roots of tattooing.” Silas loved the space, too, 
with historic Chicago tattoo memorabilia filling its vitrines and covering the walls. “It's kind of 
like a museum that also works as a tattoo shop.” 

Juan Villagomez received his first-ever tattoo from GLT’s own Miles Maniaci. “It’s a heart 
with other suits of a card like a club, a spade, a diamond,” he told Chicagoist. He added, “I 

http://greatlakestattoo.com/
http://greatlakestattoo.com/
http://chicagoist.com/2016/03/18/get_inked_at_the_first_annual_walk-.php
http://chicagoist.com/2016/02/01/if_we_had_a_nickel.php
http://chicagoist.com/2016/02/01/if_we_had_a_nickel.php


love it here, the classic style of it. I liked the people around here and even made some new 
friends.” 

Eva Nemec went to guest artist Dan Smith—owner of Capture Tattoos in Tustin, 
California—for a design of a skull clenching a heart. She very much appreciated the event's 
traditional approach; each artist created a sheet of designs for the event and customers 
picked designs from that sheet, an arrangement that got a little lost in the recent rise of 
customized tattooing. 

"You don't see that anymore," Nemec said. "There are so many American-style tattoos here 
and I just love it. It's really old school and it worked really well." Nemec said. 

 

  



 

 

Great Lakes Tattoo – Walk Up Classic  

For the second year in a row, Chicago’s Great Lakes Tattoo has hosted their 

highly-lauded Walk Up Classic. A two-day event, the Walk Up Classic hosted 22 artists 

from all over North America. Tattooing designs from flash sheets created specifically for 

the event, as well as designs from the previous year and the extensive collection on the 

walls at Great Lakes Tattoo, making for a fantastic event for tattoo collectors and casual 

fans alike. With 206 tattoos completed this year, we wanted to catch up with Nick 

Colella about how the event went with such an impressive line-up of talent. 

 

Walk Up Classic is an event that could rival a lot of tattoo conventions, with an 
incredible line-up of tattooers. How did it get started? 



The Walk Up Classic idea started at a hotel breakfast buffet with a bunch of tattooers 
after a long convention weekend. We talked about how we were tired of the convention 
grind, and how we love seeing each other and catching up at conventions but that there 
just doesn’t seem to be enough time. We were always starting early and tattooing late 
just trying to make up for the financial burden that comes along with doing a convention. 
There was barely enough time to prepare and tattoo at the convention, let alone sit and 
have a decent meal and catch up with each other. 

 



Photos by Lyndon French 

You must have a pretty great collection of friends as the event has some huge 
names in tattooing! What convinces them to do some walk up tattooing in such a 
hectic environment? 

I am very fortunate to have the friends I have in this tattoo thing. At the Walk Up Classic, 
we cater to the tattooers and the tattooing, which is what I think is lost with a lot of the 
present-day conventions. We have an amazing staff that handles everything from 
organising meals each day to coordinating everyone’s likes and needs throughout the 
event. Pretty much, the tattooers just show up and tattoo – everything is provided for 
them. It’s not a hard sell at all. 

Is it strange to go from huge waiting lists and custom pieces to flash days for 
those attending? 

I really think it’s a welcome change. There is so much that goes into huge waiting lists 
and constant custom tattooing that it’s nice just to be handed a stencil and a customer 
and be able to just get back to the tattooing part. Plus it’s great to have a shop full of 
tattooers tattooing off of each other’s sheets and seeing their take on each other’s 
designs; that’s a really cool aspect that I never saw happening in organising the event. 



 

Photo by Lyndon French 

Organising an event like this can’t be easy, how did you tackle setting up such a 
mammoth weekend around your usual schedule? 

This event could never happen without the extreme dedication and organisation of my 
wife Sarah Colella and shop manager Allison Attwood. They do the brunt of the work – 



they get everything set from the invitations to the sponsors, they are they ones who are 
the true backbone of getting this event off the ground. 

How did it feel having all these great artists working out of Great Lakes at once? 
That’s got to be a good feeling with all the hard work put into the shop. 

It’s amazing. I am a fortunate man to be in the company of some of the best tattooers in 
tattooing. 

 



Photo by Lyndon French 

With people queuing from 5 am, is anyone turned away without a tattoo? 

No, we get through the entire line each day. We are hustling from the word ‘go.’ 

Finally, will there be a Walk Up Classic next year? I think I may have to fly over! 

Yes, there will be, and we are already starting to work things out. We have some more 
special guests already lined up! 

 



 

Photo by Lyndon French 

Artists that worked Walk Up Classic include: 

Beau Brady (Captured Tattoo – Tustin, CA) 

Steve Byrne (Rock Of Ages Tattoo – Austin, TX) 



Greg Christian (Tattoo Faction – Cleveland, OH) 

Nick Colella (Great Lakes Tattoo – Chicago, IL) 

Mike Dalton (Great Lakes Tattoo – Chicago, IL) 

Mario Desa (Great Lakes Tattoo – Chicago, IL) 

Chip Douglas (Port City Tattoo – Long Beach, CA) 

Brad Fink (Iron Age Tattoo – St. Louis, MO / Daredevil Tattoo – New York, NY) 

Erik Gillespie (Great Lakes Tattoo – Chicago, IL) 

Tony Hundahl (Rock Of Ages Tattoo – Austin, TX) 

Marina Inoue (Traveling Tattooer) 

Jen Lawes (Pearl Harbor Gift Shop – Toronto, ON) 



Kevin Leary (Great Lakes Tattoo – Chicago, IL) 

Nikki Lugo (Tattoo Paradise – Washington, DC) 

Miles Maniaci (Great Lakes Tattoo – Chicago, IL) 

Angelo Miller (Inksmith & Rogers – Jacksonville, FL) 

Mike Rubendall (Kings Ave. Tattoo – New York, NY) 

Robert Ryan (Electric Tattoo – Asbury Park, CA) 

Dan Smith (Captured Tattoo – Tustin, CA) 

Scott Sylvia (Black Heart Tattoo – San Francisco, CA) 

Glennie Whittall (Pearl Harbor Gift Shop – Toronto, ON) 



 

Photo by Lyndon French 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 



 

Chicago's Great Lakes Tattoo hosts the 2nd 
Annual Walk Up Classic, where 22 top 
tattooers get together for a flash day unlike 
any other. 

If we were to jump in a time machine to kidnap Bert Grimm and bring him back to 2017, 

chances are he would hardly recognize the tattoo industry as it is now. Color realism, 

tattooers using Photoshop to plan tattoos, long waiting lists — all of these things would 

be alien to the legendary tattooer. While progress is wonderful, sometimes we need to 

go back to our roots and kick it old school.  

Line up. Walk in. Pick something off the wall. Get tattooed. That's how it used to be, and 

for one crazy weekend at Chicago's Great Lakes Tattoo, that's how it's going to be 

again. Owner Nick Colella has gathered some of the best tattooers in the world to 

participate in the 2nd Annual Walk Up Classic on March 18th and 19th, where they will 

be tattooing the way it used to be. No egos, no fuss, just a bunch of tattoos done off of 

customized flash sheets.  

https://www.tattoodo.com/a/2016/03/11-definitive-bert-grimm-tiger-tattoos/


 
 

"I feel that present-day tattooing and standardized tattoo conventions have gotten so far 
away from what they first were about," Colella says. "It used to be a bunch of 
likeminded people hanging out and doing tattoos on customers from all over the world. 
Now, the modern conventions are too packed and full of distractions and that has 
shifted their focus; the actual tattoos are secondary. I wanted to put together a 
mini-convention with amazing artists that would celebrate the one thing that got all of us 
where we are." 
 



The team that Colella has put together for the weekend is simply remarkable The list of 
just some of the tattooers making the trek to Chicago includes Mike Rubendall (you 
heard that correctly), Brad Fink, Angelo Miller, Scott Sylivia, Jennifer Lawes, Dan Smith, 
and Marina Inoue. Of course, the entire crew from Great Lakes Tattoo — including 
Colella and Mario Desa — will be doing what they do best.  
 
To get you excited for the event we put together this gallery featuring some of the 
phenomenal artists that will be cranking out flash all weekend long. 
 
The 2nd Annual Walk Up Classic will be taking place March 17th - 19th at Great Lakes 
Tattoo (1148 W. Grand Ave.) in Chicago. All of the flash sheets will be unveiled at the 
kick off party Friday night, and then the tattooing bonanza will take place Saturday and 
Sunday between 11am - 7pm. Make sure to show up early so you don't miss out.  
 
Bummed that you can't make it out to Chicago for the event? Don't worry, we've got you 
covered. Tattoodo will be on the scene documenting the whole event here on the site, 
Instagram, and Facebook Live.  
 
 
 

https://www.tattoodo.com/a/2015/03/hell-hath-no-fury-12-hannya-tattoos-by-mike-rubendall/
https://www.tattoodo.com/a/2017/02/brad-fink-s-lifelong-love-affair-with-tattoos/
https://www.tattoodo.com/a/2015/03/15-lil-shoe-tattoos-by-dan-smith/
https://www.tattoodo.com/a/2015/12/colorful-folk-bird-tattoos-by-mario-desa/
https://www.instagram.com/greatlakestattoo/
https://www.instagram.com/greatlakestattoo/
http://www.instagram.com/tattoodo
https://www.facebook.com/tattoodo.com/


 

Nick Colella Explains the Genius 
Behind the Walk Up Classic 

With hundreds of clients lined around the block, and 22 top tattoo artists 
cranking out flash, GLT's Walk Up Classic will be unforgettable. 

"Mike Rubendall doing flash designs."  

All it took was those five little words and we were ready to jump on a plane to Chicago 

to be a part of the 2nd Annual Walk Up Classic at Great Lakes Tattoo. There are a 

million reasons to visit the Windy City — the chance to scarf down properly made hot 

dogs, sitting in the bleachers of Wrigley Field on a hot summer day, experiencing the 

mindfuck that is Malört — but few are as compelling as those words out of Nick Colella's 

mouth. Mike Rubendall, yes, the Mike Rubendall, will be doing flash designs, alongside 

21 other amazing tattoo artists, all weekend long.  

In order to gear up for this weekend's event we spoke with Colella, owner of Great 

Lakes Tattoo and one of the masterminds behind the event, about what drove him to 

https://www.tattoodo.com/a/2017/03/walk-up-in-the-windy-city-and-get-tattooed-by-a-legend/
https://www.instagram.com/nickcolella/
https://www.tattoodo.com/a/2016/05/tattoodo-ambassador-spotlight-mike-rubendall/
https://www.instagram.com/greatlakestattoo/
https://www.instagram.com/greatlakestattoo/


create the Walk Up Classic, the importance of knowing one's roots, and just how the 

hell they're going to fit so many tattooers into one shop.  

Tattoodo: Why did you start the Walk Up Classic? 

Nick Colella: The Walk Up Classic came to be when a bunch of friends of ours were 

sitting at a restaurant eating breakfast on the third and final day of a long convention 

weekend. We were talking about how we were all tired of the convention scene and how 

it's gotten so far away from being focused on tattooing and doing tattoos. We were 

talking about how cool it would be to just all hang out at each other's shops and go to 

dinner and catch up and do some tattoos. So my wife Sarah and I took that and, with 

the help of our shop manager Allison, thought — why don't we do a small gathering of 

friends and do just that? Do some tattoos and catch up and hang out. So we started 

planning and it resulted in the Walk Up Classic. 

Tattoodo: In this day and age, a lot of artists tend to have super long waiting lists 

and tend to do more and more custom work only. Why is doing a flash event like 

this important? 

Colella: This event was intended to bring the focus back to how we all started doing 

tattoos. Everyone who works the Walk Up started out in walk-in tattoo shops. Doing 

whatever came in the door from the flash that was on the walls. So we wanted to bring it 



back to simpler times, where we could work on one shot tattoos and let the people who 

can't schedule months out for an appointment or fly across the country for a sitting walk 

in and get tattooed. 

Tattoodo: The list of artists that are coming out for this is insane, and some of the 

names are quite surprising to see on there. How exactly did you go about getting 

them all together? 

Colella: Honestly, all of these guys I am fortunate enough to call my friends. I've 

watched them tattoo, learned from them, looked up to them, gotten advice from them 

and given all those things back to them. I am a very fortunate person in this tattoo thing. 

Tattoodo: How exactly does it all work? I know that everyone has created their 

own flash sheet especially for the event, is that all they will be working with? Or 

will people be working off of each other’s sheets? Do clients have any say about 

who will tattoo them, or is it all just luck of the draw? 

Colella: So everyone has painted a 11" by 14" sheet of flash that will be revealed at the 

opening party on March 17. Those 22 sheets along with the sheets from last year will be 

on display. On Saturday and Sunday, you walk in and pick your tattoo and your tattooer 

from any of those sheets or any other sheets that are hanging on the walls at the shop 



It's pretty simple. You can queue up for the tattooer you want or take the next available 

one and they will tattoo whatever design you pick. So if you want to get a Scott Sylvia 

tattoo but Steve Byrne is up, if you don't want to wait for Scott then Steve will do it. 

That's not something that I had planned on, and last year it worked out pretty awesome. 

There were a few rad designs that were done four or five times but by different tattooers 

and they all looked great. Plus we have a bunch of original sheets from tattooers at the 

shop and also South State Street in Chicago circa 1950 that you can also choose from. 

Tattoodo: The event sounds like it is going to be insanely hectic. Why would an 

artist want to be part of something like this? 

Colella: It is insanely hectic, but not for the tattooers. You have to remember that 

tattooing is what we all love to do, balancing everything else is the hard part. My wife 

and business partner Sarah, along with our shop manager Allison, have taken all the 

stress out of the convention-style tattooing, they handle everything. All the tattooers 

have to do is set up and tattoo. The counter takes care of stencils, price quotes, sign-in 

sheets, and all of the other stuff. We have amazing friends who own tattoo supply 

companies that have sponsored this event as well. All the tattooers need when they 

come here are machines and power units, everything else is provided. We also bring in 

breakfast and lunch each day, snacks throughout the day and have dinner set up each 

night for us to all enjoy after the convention. Everything is taken care of. 



Tattoodo: How in the world is everyone going to fit in Great Lakes? That’s a lot of 

tattooers! 

Colella: Great Lakes has 8 permanent stations, 2 guest stations, and a gallery beneath 

it. We convert the gallery to another tattoo room and we all fit, no problem. 

Tattoodo: What was your favorite thing about last year’s event? How are you 

hoping to improve upon it this year? 

Colella: My favorite part was the amazing response we got from everyone who walked 

through the doors. It's was such a great feeling to get it all together and pull it off. I can't 

wait for this year’s event. 

If that doesn't sound like an amazing experience to you, well, what are you even doing 

here? But allow us to try to sell you on the event one last time. Here is the full list of jaw 

dropping talent that will be tattooing at Great Lakes Tattoo this weekend: Dan Smith, 

Nick Colella, Mario Desa, Angelo Miller, Beau Brady, Jen Lawes, Brad Fink, Nikki Lugo, 

Steve Byrne, Mike Dalton, Chip Douglas, Erik Gillespie, Marina Inoue, Robert Ryan, 

Glenn Whittall, Mike "Beatdown" Ziolko, Scott Sylvia, Greg Christian, Tony Hundahl, 

Kevin Leary, Miles Maniaci, and Mike Rubendall. 

https://www.tattoodo.com/a/2017/03/walk-up-in-the-windy-city-and-get-tattooed-by-a-legend/
https://www.tattoodo.com/a/2015/03/15-lil-shoe-tattoos-by-dan-smith/
https://www.tattoodo.com/a/2015/12/colorful-folk-bird-tattoos-by-mario-desa/
https://www.tattoodo.com/a/2016/09/nine-bold-traditional-bangers-by-beau-brady/
https://www.tattoodo.com/a/2017/02/brad-fink-s-lifelong-love-affair-with-tattoos/
https://www.tattoodo.com/a/2015/05/32-undeniable-works-by-steve-byrne/
https://www.tattoodo.com/a/2016/08/8-timeless-coleman-dragon-tattoos/
https://www.tattoodo.com/a/2015/03/hell-hath-no-fury-12-hannya-tattoos-by-mike-rubendall/


Tattoodo will be on the scene at Great Lakes Tattoo for the 2nd Annual Walk Up 

Classic. Follow all of the action on our Instagram and Facebook Live if you live outside 

of the midwest. But, if you live within 300 miles of Chicago, you better get your ass to 

Great Lakes Tattoo this weekend. The kickoff party, where they will unveil all of the 

flash designs, is March 17 from 7pm - 10pm. And then the big event takes place 

Saturday and Sunday from 11am - 7pm.  

 

 

http://greatlakestattoo.com/
https://www.instagram.com/tattoodo/
https://www.facebook.com/tattoodo.com/


 

GREAT LAKES TATTOO’S 2ND ANNUAL 
WALK UP CLASSIC GOES DOWN THIS 
WEEKEND 
 

This coming weekend looks like a good time to get a tattoo. Chicago’s Great Lakes Tattoo will be 

holding their second annual Walk Up Classic, a two-day event featuring 22 artists from all over the 

good ole U.S. of A., all coming together to tattoo some gnarly flash pieces. 

 

 

 

http://greatlakestattoo.com/


 

Great Lakes Tattoo 

Since opening in 2013, Great Lakes Tattoo has used the motto "cleanliness and civility" 

to recruit some of the best veteran and up-and-coming tattooers with a variety of 

portfolios to round out their artist roster. Great Lakes Tattoo also houses an art gallery 

and event space - the Great State Gallery - which presents art shows, literature 

readings, live music events and more. The shop also showcases a collection of tattoo 

memorabilia and hosts guest tattooers every month from all over the globe. 

 

44 exciting openings in 
Chicago in March 
 
 
Mar 18-19: Looking to get inked, but sick of the wait lists and artists’ egos? The 2nd 
annual Walk Up Classic at Great Lakes Tattoo hosts 22 artists from all over for two days 
of quick, efficient tattooing. 
 

https://www.timeout.com/chicago/things-to-do/walk-up-classic


 

● ART / TATTOOS 

● NICK COLELLA INTERVIEW 
 

GREAT LAKES TATTOO’S 1ST ANNUAL WALK-UP CLASSIC 
 

This month, Nick Colella and the team at Great Lakes Tattoo bring us the 1st Annual 

Walk-Up Classic, an event that will run along the lines of a traditional convention, minus 

the gimmicks. For two days, some of America’s most respected artists, united by a 

no-frills attitude and love for their craft, will showcase their work and tattoo clients on a 

first come, first served basis. 7 Great Lakes artists are on the lineup, including Nick 

himself, and the remaining 13 guests will be arriving from different corners of the 

country and Canada. (See list below). 

 

The mantra behind the convention is based on Colella’s perception of the modern tattoo 

industry- how its events often stray from their original purpose, which is to focus on the 

art and the people who make it happen. This Walk-Up is going to be classic in that it will 

not only provide a space for artists and aficionados to come together, but it will do so 

openly and honestly, adopting Great Lakes’ motto of “Cleanliness and civility.” Available 

tattoos will include those from specially designed flash sheets, and from the vast 

selection at Great Lakes. An opening party and flash preview is scheduled for the 

evening of March 18th, while the event itself is taking place March 19th and 20th, from 

11am to 7pm on both days. The March 18th date is a great chance to find out a little 

more about what makes Great Lakes Chicago’s landmark shop- they boast a diverse 

group of permanent artists, the Great State gallery (an arts and events space) and a 

hugely worthwhile collection of tattoo memorabilia. 

https://highlark.com/cool-art/tattoo-ideas/
http://greatlakestattoo.com/


The 1st Annual Walk-Up Classic is a re-imagination of contemporary tattoo conventions, 

bringing the culture back to its roots, and ensuring the type of environment that helps 

tattoo art evolve among both artists and admirers. Great Lakes’ debut convention is 

definitely recommended for those who want to dig deeper than the surface and 

experience genuine creative vision firsthand, without the somewhat tedious nature that 

events of this scale often assume. 

 

We caught up with GLT owner and tattoo artist Nick Colella to learn more about GLT, a 

shop that embraces and honors Chicago’s tattoo history and tradition. 

 

FROM CHICAGO’S GREAT LAKES TATTOO: 

Nick Colella / Mike Dalton / Mario Desa / Erik Gillespie / Kevin Leary / Miles Maniaci / 

Matt “Beatdown” Ziolko 

 

GUEST ARTISTS: 

Bill Baker (Toronto, ON) / Beau Brady (New York, NY) / Steve Byrne (Austin, TX) / Greg 

Christian (Cleveland, OH) / Chip Douglas (Long Beach, CA) / Brad Fink (St. Louis, MO / 

New York, NY) / Mikey Holmes (Charlotte, NC) / Marina Inoue (Boulder, CO) / Jennifer 

Lawes(Toronto, ON) / Robert Ryan (Asbury Park, NJ) / Dan Smith (Tustin, CA) / Scott 

Sylvia (San Francisco, CA) / Glennie Whitehall (Toronto, ON) 

 

 

NICK COLELLA INTERVIEW 
Q 1 || What impact has working in the same city you grew up in had on you, both 

as an artist and an entrepreneur? 

 

Chicago is an amazing place — to live, grow up and raise a family in. Its history, both in 

tattooing and politics, is one that is pretty crazy. I’m just very happy to be a part of it. 



Q 2 || How do you make your shop’s atmosphere the best it can be? What are the 

key components of a comfortable shop environment, both for artists and their 

clients? 

 

Before my wife and I even started looking for a shop to open up, we took a long hard 

look at that shops we really loved and what inspired them. We also tried to figure out 

what they had that was so attractive, not only aesthetically but for work environment as 

well and tried to meld all the ideas into one. Couple that with my strong sense of 

Chicago tattoo history, civic pride and the aesthetics of the old arcades and tattoo shops 

of the 40’s and 50’s in Chicago and we came up with what is now Great Lakes Tattoo. 

We wanted a real “whoa, look at this place” feel as you walked in the door and we 

continue that with the individual work stations and antique tattoo history on all the walls 

and completely original hand painted flash throughout the entire shop. 

 

Q 3 || In regards to American Traditional, why do you think the style has 

increased in popularity so much? What drew you to it in the first place, and do 

you think any of its original meaning has gotten lost in translation through the 

years? 

 

I feel that the popularity of American Traditional tattooing has increased so much due to 

its strong imagery. There were always images that quickly evoked some sort of thought, 

they were images of life and death or love and loss and other parts of a person’s life, 

but they did it in a way that was simple and perfect. The average person can 

understand a heart with banner around it or a tombstone with a name on it. The images 

weren’t designed to be amazing works of art, they were designed to convey quick 

messages without having to read a bunch of words. The images were for workers, 

craftsmen, soldiers and everyday people at that time. 

 



Q 4 || After over two decades of experience, is there any area of tattooing you 

don’t feel confident in? 

There are a couple of areas that aren’t my strength, but I have no problem referring a 

tattoo to one of the great artists around me when they can do it better. 

 

Q 5 || Personally, what is your most treasured article of tattoo memorabilia and 

how did you come by it? 

The most treasured pieces of tattoo memorabilia I have are the personal machines of 

Tatts Thomas. These machines tattooed countless people down on South State Street 

in Chicago and really helped shape the look of the tattoos that came out of the city. 

 

Q 6 || Can you talk a little about the mantra behind the upcoming GLT 

Convention? Specifically, how will it address the art of tattooing without giving in 

to the corporate undertones? While planning the convention, was there anything 

you had to compromise? 

 

Conventions have always been a love/hate relationship with me. It’s amazing to go to 

another city and tattoo; you get to reach a wide range of people, meet new friends and 

see a lot of your old friends from other shops and hang out and catch up. Most of the 

time you are trying to work in a cramped convention hall with a bunch of bad lighting 

and some not-so-great cover band playing way too loudly. You are trying to get 

tattooing done, sell merch and visit friends all while balancing eating crappy convention 

food and avoiding all of the yahoos who either buy booths as well or just want to “come 

out to see the freakshow.” 

Each year there are more and more booths sold to non-tattoo-related vendors just trying 

to cash in on the tattoo crowd. I was just tired of doing the same grind and bitching 

about the same stuff, so we decided to change what we did and see if our friends would 

want to skip the big convention and just have a smaller one in the shop, that way we 

could be more relaxed and enjoy our time together. So, we came up with the Great 



Lakes Tattoo Walk Up Classic. This will be the maiden voyage and we will see where it 

goes from here. 

Q 7 || What is the best way for today’s members of the tattoo community to 

preserve tattoo culture, as well as the code and originality that comes with it? 

 

I don’t know the best way for everyone to do it, but for myself I take tattooing very 

seriously. I was given a gift and it is my job to take that gift and work as hard as I can at 

it; to make the work of the generations before me not be taken lightly. The tattooers who 

did this job before us didn’t have it as easy as we do and they contributed so much to 

this craft. We should be forever grateful. 

 

Q 8 || What would you say was the pivotal time period for tattooing- what events 

or occurrences have changed the industry the most so far, both positively and 

negatively? 

 

I think the invention of the electric tattoo machine was a hugely pivotal time for change 

in the tattoo business. It made tattooing for the masses quicker and more precise as 

compared to hand tools. It changed everything. 

I think the internet has had one of the more negative impacts on modern tattooing. 

There are so many free references and unsupported expertise that people take as 

gospel when in fact they will make for a terrible tattoo. 

 

Q 9 || To go along with the last question, what was a pivotal moment for you as an 

artist- what changed the way you saw the industry or your own work, or was it 

more of an elongated process? 

 

Honestly, I didn’t know what the hell was going on or what I was doing for the first 10 

years. I mean, tattooing was still a mystery to me at that time; the whole process, 

history, knowledge—everything. There really wasn’t an exact moment that things 



clicked but I always knew I was being allowed to exist in this thing that was very, very 

special. 

Q 10 || Finally, other than the convention, are there any events coming up at 

either Great Lakes Tattoo or the Great State Gallery that you’re especially looking 

forward to? 

 

GLT is a very special space. When we decided to open, I wanted an instant tattooing 

institution in Chicago and I think we are well on our way to that. We have this amazing 

gallery space that constantly has shows and readings going on, both tattoo and 

non-tattoo related. This year, other than the Walk Up Classic, we are really excited for 

shows from Dan Smith and Shaun Topper, Raking Light Projects, a collaboration with 

Deadly Prey Gallery, and we are working out some details for a show on Roy Boy. It 

should be an amazing year. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


