
Samina headed to Thailand to pick up her skills after dropping out of university to pursue her 
love for the art of tattooing. Once back in Toronto she had a rough start in the industry as an 
apprentice, bouncing around from shop to shop as she picked up further experience. After a one 
year hiatus from tattooing, Samina boldly headed back to the tattoo world and found the shop 
where Lee was at the time. Lee helped her get back on her feet, and when Lee decided to leave the 
shop they were at, Samina went with her. The rest is Red Dragon history!

While on the hunt for a custom tattoo to 
commemorate her love of pop music and feminism 
(the dedication is very real), Sophomore Editor-
at-Large Stephanie found Samina, a local Toronto 
tattoo artist specializing in watercolour-style tattoos. 
During Stephanie’s initial consultation, Samina 
assured her that she had come to right shop and the 
right artist. In that moment of unapologetic pride, 
it became obvious that this shop is breaking down 

gender barriers one tattoo at a time.
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K: [Laughs] Did you draw a prefix and a suffix or did you just draw a  
full name?

[Lee] had come up with three of four names for the shop and then I had 
come up with three or four names for the shop, so we narrowed it down 
to which one she liked best and then which one I liked best out of the ones 
we each had come up with, and then we put them into a hat and her wife 
picked one out literally when we were going to get our business license 
because we were like, “What’s going to be the name of our shop?” And 
that’s what got picked out of the hat: The Red Dragon Tattoo Parlour.

K: It’s so unique that it’s a female only tattoo artist shop in Toronto,  
but there is no overt advertising or marketing of that.

Well it was an accident that we became the only all female tattoo 
shop in Toronto. That wasn’t planned. It was the Board of Health that 
basically came in here, they were doing their inspection… I think it was 
in our second year, and they brought it to our attention because they go 
to all tattoo shops all over Toronto to do inspections and they were like, 
“So did you know that you guys are the only all-girl, female tattoo shop 
in Toronto,” and we were like, “oh cool”. So we’ve used that as a way to 
market ourselves in Toronto and it’s been very helpful. We decided we’re 
going to keep it that way. We like having the all female environment; 
we’ve had guys working in the shop before but it just didn’t work out.

S: So it wasn’t originally part of the mission or mantra to be all female, 
it was something that evolved?

Yeah, it surfaced on its own.

K: Do you guys have a core belief that you want to pursue to make this 
shop different than other shops?

Absolutely! Customer service is our main focus. We want to make sure 
that people who get tattooed here are comfortable; they are not rushed. 

We want to give them tattoos that they believe in, that they’re happy 
with, that they are going to be happy about for a long time and not regret.

We don’t want to be like… we call them factory tattoo shops; where 
you just go in, you pick something off the wall and you get it done, and 
it’s a very rushed process. With us, we want to develop relationships 
with our clients. We want them to remember who we are, and we 
want to remember who they are. We’re not the best with names, but 
generally we will remember people’s faces.

S: What’s the difference between tattoo shops or tattoo artists who 
have books as opposed to doing custom work? Did you start off doing a 
book or have you always had the purpose to do something custom?

I think you have to start using the books because the books were 
created by tattoo artists who are seasoned and very experienced and 
know all the things that you don’t know when you’re a beginner. That’s 
how you learn to develop designs to fit people’s specific body parts. 
What looks good, composition, colour, how things look in terms of 
colour theory - that kind of thing. So, I definitely had to tattoo a lot of 
flash* before I started developing my own style. 

*pre-designed tattoos found in tattoo books made by more senior artists at a tattoo shop

K: Have you noticed any trends, not so much of the specific things 
that people are getting but the reasons that people are getting tattoos 
change, or is it pretty much always different all the time?

It’s kind of like fashion. People want what other people have, and if it 
looks good they want it even more. So tattoos do follow trends for sure 
there are certain designs that are trendy, like tribal tattoos in the ‘90s 
- you don’t see many of those now. But there’s also trends in terms of 
artwork. For example, the watercolour stuff, that’s becoming, I hate 
to use the word trendy, but it is, it’s becoming a very trendy style. The 
beauty about watercolour style is it’s not just a trend it’s also a form 

Meet Samina Khokhar, who along with Lee Larabie, established 
The Red Dragon Tattoo Parlour in early 2011. Not just a fantastic place 
to get inked, Red Dragon also currently stands as the only all-female 
owned and operated tattoo shop in Toronto. Sophomore decided to tag 
along with Stephanie as she went under the gun to learn more about 
Samina and the wonderful world of tattooing.

S: What’s breaking into tattooing like? Was it hard to get that first job?

It is hard - it’s a very competitive industry, but it’s also a very male 
dominated industry. As a female who is also — I mean Toronto is 
a melting pot of multiculturalism, but they’re aren’t that many, 
without sounding racist, brown people in Toronto who are tattoo 
artists, especially females, so people didn’t take me seriously. It was 
difficult for sure.

S: I’ve always wondered, as a female, what it would be like breaking into 
tattooing, and how people would perceive you and your skills.

I had less tattoos then than I do now, so that was working against me 
as well. The fact that I didn’t have too many tattoos myself and I was 
kind of like this brown girl from suburbia who just wanted to be a tattoo 
artist… they probably just thought that I wanted to do it to be cool 
(which is the case these days). There are a lot of people out there who 
just want to tattoo to be part of the culture of tattooing, without even 
realizing what it is to be an actual tattoo artist. It’s not just art; there’s so 
much other stuff that’s involved.

K: Like what?

The sterilization, the health and safety part of it. That’s the most 
important part of being a tattoo artist. Understanding different types of 
skin; Being able to gauge when someone is on the threshold of passing 
out so they don’t land on the floor; Body placement (designing a tattoo 
so that it fits the actual area of the body); Colour theory — there’s all 

this art stuff involved too.
Just being versed in several different styles is important these days because 

it’s good to specialize in something. I’m really glad that I have the watercolour 
[style tattoos], but it’s also really important, especially when you have a 
business, to be able to take anything that comes through the door. You have to 
have a broad palette of art skills.

K: Do you think that the TLC tattooing shows have had an effect for  
female tattoo artists? Because you have LA Ink, and Kat Von D broke away, 
and became...

Kat Von D is the reason why I was curious about learning how to tattoo! I knew 
I wanted to be in the arts, but I just wasn’t sure about what and when. That’s 
when Kat Von D was being introduced on Miami Ink and I thought well, if she 
can do it maybe I could do it.

[Those shows] have both a positive effect and negative effect in terms of 
people wanting to become tattoo artists without getting the proper training, 
because it looks so easy on TV. TV shows have definitely influenced the 
industry and they’ve also sort of broadened the outlook in terms of the societal 
view of people with tattoos.

S: What was the main motivation behind you and Lee opening up your own shop?

We wanted to be our own bosses. We didn’t want somebody telling us 
what to do and then taking 50% of what we were making. I don’t want to 
give the person’s name, but this particular individual just sat on their ass all 
day while we did all the work and it was very unfulfilling. Having our own 
shop gave us the freedom to do whatever we wanted and to make our own 
schedule so we could be free with our art, free with our time, and make 
100% of the profit off of that. That was the biggest inspiration: freedom. 
Having the freedom to express yourself.

K: How did you come up with the name Red Dragon?

[Laughs] We drew it out of a hat.
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of art. So when someone gets a watercolour tattoo they are getting a 
piece of artwork on their body, it’s not just a trendy tattoo.

S: What I’ve read up on the history of body modification and how that 
relates to tattooing, and the statement in which tattoos have made 
have kind of changed throughout the years. What kind of statement do 
you think a tattoo in 2015 makes? Is it a statement, or is it more of a 
personal act? Is it an act of rebellion?

It really depends on the person. It depends on who you are, on your 
upbringing, on so many different things… where you live in the world. 
For example, a girl in Pakistan: if she gets a tattoo she’s totally doing it 
to be rebellious. She wants a tattoo because she’s not allowed to have 
it and she could get into a lot of trouble if she had one. But [in Toronto] 
a Pakistani girl, such as myself, who gets a tattoo wants it for self-
expression, or to commemorate somebody who she loves, or that kind 
of thing. I think it’s really relative to each individual.

S: Do you remember what the first thing was that you tattooed  
on a person?

It was lettering. I was sooo nervous because lettering is just one of those 
things - if you mess it up it’s obvious. I was incredibly nervous. I think 
I messed it up a little bit, but he was super stoked about it, he was so 
happy, so I was like, “cool, that’s good”.

S: Toronto ink culture – is there one?

I mean, I’m not heavily into the whole tattooing culture. When I think 
of tattoo culture, it’s kind of what you see in tattoo magazines: girls and 
guys with lots and lots of tattoos, cool artist inspired clothing, unique 
custom t-shirts. It’s heavily based on tattoo art — the whole culture 
of tattooing. There’s a lot of, I hate to say it, but there’s a lot of drugs 
and stuff in the industry, which is a bit unfortunate. I guess that’s a 
society thing too.

K: Do you notice anything in particular if you could contrast  
Toronto to other cities? If you compare Toronto shops to shops in 
California: do they approach tattooing differently? Do they approach 
people differently?

I can’t really speak to that because I’ve never actually been in a 
tattoo shop in California. I mean, I follow people on Instagram who 
are tattooists in California and they follow me too, so I kind of, 
sort of have an idea based on the art that they produce, but there 
are definitely a lot of differences in terms of styles that are being 
developed around the world. Like in Russia right now they’re doing 
amazing sort of abstract realism, and I can’t really say what Toronto is 
producing. I think we have a huge population of Torontonians who get 
tattooed, I think we actually have one of the largest populations in the 

The fact that I didn’t have too many tattoos myself and I was kind 
of like this brown girl from suburbia who just wanted to be a tattoo 
artist… They probably just thought that I wanted to do it to be cool.
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world of people that are tattooed so there’s a huge group of people 
that get tattoos and who do tattoos, so there’s a lot of demand for  
it in Toronto.

K: It’s very Toronto to not have a defined style, but instead have a bunch 
of people that offer anything under the sun.

It is, it is, but I like that about Toronto. We’re diverse and that’s cool.

K: Absolutely. That’s what makes us awesome.  
[note: Shameless self-promotion]

S: From the fashion perspective, if we were to think about Toronto as a 
fashion identity, and we wanted to try and see if or how that applies to 
tattooing, it makes sense that it would be very similar.

K: There’s always that frustration in Canada, of not having a distinct 
style or having nothing we can claim. We can’t claim Bauhaus like the 
Germans can claim Bauhaus, we can’t claim Oriental Art that’s come 
from Asia, we can’t claim Aboriginal art as a national style because it’s 
Aboriginal. American tattooing has like “AMEERRRICA” tattooing –

It’s very Americana, Sailor Jerry.

K: Absolutely, so it’s interesting to try and pick out, do we have a style, 
and if so, what is it?

I could say that we have a style called Canadiana. It’s similar to 
Americana, but it’s more along the lines of wilderness and wildlife, that 
kind of thing. Silhouetted trees, and landscapes, for sure. I’ve tattooed 
a maple leaf quite a few times. People are patriotic. The colours that we 
use too are very fall inspired colours, which I think is very Canadian you 
know, because up in Toronto you have all of the four seasons and fall is 
one of the most beautiful times of year.

S: Do you have a personal favourite tattoo experience or is that like 
picking a favourite child?

Being tattooed?

S: Being tattooed yourself or giving someone a tattoo. 
K: You don’t have to say Steph.

The most memorable experience was my back piece because it was the 

second tattoo that I got and it was one of the biggest pieces that I have 
and it was to commemorate my great Aunt. She really encouraged me 
as an artist from a young age; she was one of the only members in our 
family who really encouraged that side of me. I’d have to say that tattoo 
is probably one of the most pivotal experiences in my whole tattoo 
career because it embodies everything that I wanted to be because of 
her encouragement.

S: Are there any misconceptions about the tattoo world that if you had 
a moment to set straight that you would want to set straight? Or is 
there anything that people assume about the tattoo world?

I could write a book about that. But first of all, I want to state: get an 
apprenticeship if you want to be a tattoo artist. Don’t do it out of 
your basement, don’t buy one of those machines off ebay or one of 
those stupid tattoo kits. No, you need to learn from a professional to 
be a tattoo artist.

S: If someone wants to get a tattoo, how should they go about it? 
Are there steps that they should take or things that they should 
keep in mind?

If you’re a first timer, do your research. Go online - look at as many 
tattoo artists’ profiles and portfolios that you can. Scrutinize their work: 
look at it with a magnifying glass, look at the line work, the shading, 
the detail, the style. Find out what you want based on all the different 
examples that there are out there and just call around, feel the vibe of 
the shop. You’ll know right away when they answer the phone what kind 
of vibe the shop is. If you feel comfortable, go there and check it out, 
talk to the artists. Generally I’d recommend sitting in on a tattoo just so 
that you can see how it’s done, but in this day and age I know that artists 
don’t have time to let people come in and sit in and watch them do a 
tattoo. It’s all about feeling comfortable with your artist, knowing what 
they are capable of doing, and making sure that they understand what 
you want. That’s pretty much it.

K: I feel that no one really knows the cost of a tattoo and how the work 
should be valued. Do you know how, in general, what people should 
expect to pay?

We have a saying in the industry for this. Cheap tattoos aren’t good, 
good tattoos aren’t cheap; you get what you pay for. If somebody’s 

It’s all about feeling comfortable with your artist, knowing what 
they are capable of doing, and making sure that they understand 

what you want. That’s pretty much it.
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check them out:
reddragontattooparlour.com

going to lowball a price and give you a ¾ sleeve for $200 bucks, that 
should be an indication to you right away that this person doesn’t know 
what they’re doing. If they don’t know how to price out their tattoos 
properly you should walk away immediately… obviously unless it’s a 
friend of yours who you are very familiar with their work and they are 
giving you a really good deal.

You can tell when somebody values their work and they give you 
a decent price. I think the going rate right now in Toronto is $150 an 
hour. Personally, I charge $100 an hour, just ‘cause I feel like that’s a 
fair price for large pieces. I’m not a celebrity, so I don’t feel I necessarily 
need to overcharge people. There are a lot of shops in Toronto that do 
overcharge because they have a lot of overhead, for example on Queen 
Street the rent is ridiculously high, like they’re paying $10,000 a month. 
Sometimes the price is about the artwork but it’s also about everything 
else that entails running a business and keeping it running successfully. 
People have to keep that in mind when you’re paying for a tattoo: it’s 
not just the artwork, it’s the number of years of experience that the 
artist has, it’s the education that they had to pay for that they’re putting 
into the tattoo, it’s the materials: the ink, the supplies, the utilities that 
are being used to produce this tattoo, the location; how much it costs to 
even be in that location. It’s not just the tattoo that you’re paying for - 
there are so many other things that are involved in that price.

K: I’ve noticed that you guys advertise that you have organic inks, why 
did you make that choice specifically?

That’s the norm in the industry right now. Tattooing manufacturers want 
to produce high quality inks because there is a demand for it. There is a 
huge shift in people’s mentality nowadays in terms of what’s going into 
their bodies, and they want to know that the stuff that is being injected 
under their skin is non-toxic. The ink doesn’t have heavy metals in it, it 
isn’t going to react to the sun, and [you’re] not going to develop any weird 
skin conditions from it. People are more conscious of their health and 
safety, and the industry has to keep up with that kind of a demand. Inks 
these days are advertised as organic because people want to know, and 
deserve to know. They deserve to have good quality ink in their tattoos 
that’s going to last and that isn’t going to cause any adverse side effects.

K: It sounds like before you became a tattoo artist there were a lot of 
personal barriers to get to that point when you were like, “yes, I will 
do the thing; I will become tattoo artist, this will be great.” Is there 
something that you thought would be a lot larger of a challenge than it 
turned out to be? Something that you were like, “man, I wish I hadn’t 
worried so much about that thing, because it was fine.”

I thought it was going to be a lot easier than it was actually, and when 
I did kind of dive into it, it was very overwhelming. It’s not just putting 
art on someone’s body, you have to be careful about bloodborne 
pathogens, you have to take a lot of safety precautions, you have to 
make sure you don’t scar people and turn their skin into hamburger 
meat while you’re colouring in their tattoo.

There’s a lot of things that when you first start out you don’t realize. 
It’s like doing a university degree. I personally think that unless you’re a 
prodigy it takes four years to develop into a professional tattoo artist. If 
you do a traditional apprenticeship, you’re probably not likely to touch a 
tattoo machine for the first year. You’re basically going to be doing the 
cleaning, going to get the coffees for the artists, and tracing all kinds of 
things. You’re not going to be touching a tattoo machine, so maybe in 
your second year, once you’ve done all the bitch work, then you get to 
start tattooing. Once you start tattooing, it really takes a long time to 
progress and to learn and to be good at it. It’s not just like you pick up a 
machine and you become an artist.

That was the biggest misconception that I had when I first started 
out. I’m only now five years in… Well, I started in 2008, but I don’t really 
consider myself an artist from back then. I don’t really consider myself 
an artist up until the point when we opened the shop, so that would be 
five years. I only now feel the most confident that I’ve ever been in my 
art; it’s taken me this long to develop that.

K: Is there something that you’re tired of kind of preaching to 
everybody that you wish people just knew?

Tattoos hurt. They do. g

60


