
Writer Serena Renner spends a day with 
the enigmatic French TATTOO ARTIST 
Loïc Lavenu, better known as XOÏL, and 
comes home permanently MARKED.
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oïc Lavenu, a 19-year-
old stonemason, was 
walking home from 
work one day at the 
height of summer in 
southern France, his 
shirtless torso revealing 

the fish bones tattooed across his belly, 
in addition to the tribal tattoo on his 
calf. “Wow, cool tattoos,” a guy shouted 
from a piercing and tattoo shop down the 
street. “Want to come over for a beer?”

Loïc, whose artsy older brother had 
given him the permanent marks for his 
18th birthday, took up the offer – and 
continued to make a habit of it until the 
shop owner offered him free tattoos  
in exchange for building work. Over  
the next few months, Loïc watched  
the tattooists roll into the parlour at 
noon and receive gifts, drinks and even 
home-cooked meals from their clients, 
while he was stuck laying tiles under  
the blazing sun.

“I was so bored,” Loïc tells me, 
standing outside Dropin Shop tattoo 
parlour in Lausanne, Switzerland.  

He draws deeply from a cigarette and his 
furrowed brow accentuates three vertical 
white lines tattooed like a scar above 
his left eye. A black asterisk graces his 
opposite earlobe and a tribal design hides 
beneath a scruffy beard. That’s not to 
mention both arms and hands covered in 
a storyboard of tattoos. “I couldn’t keep 
a job long because I was unable to wake 
up in the morning,” continues Loïc. “It 
was not what I wanted to do. So I quit 
everything. I didn’t pay my flat. I quit the 
job and did nothing more in the shop.” 

The shop owner didn’t forget Loïc, 
though. Instead, he offered him a 
piercing job – “Pierce your friends, 
pierce yourself, then come into the shop 
and do piercing,” he instructed. Soon, 
that same advice launched Loïc’s career 
as a tattoo artist, which has pioneered a 
graphic design-inspired style of tattooing 
that has landed him on the cover of 
Tattoo Master magazine and included 
collaborations with tattoo greats such  
as Berlin artist Chaim Machlev (of Dots 
to Lines) and big companies from Gap 
to Peugeot. 

“Serendipity is when you create 
something that you didn’t mean to,” 
replies Loïc. “It’s an accident that gives 
you a new product.” 

Once he finds the right place for the 
seaweed to float across my back, Loïc 
clips his fingernails into a potted plant 
and puts his long tangled hair into a 
side braid. “Okay, get naked,” he laughs. 
I am nervous, no doubt, about sitting 
here half-naked, and about the pain Loïc 
will soon inflict, but something in his 
humour and the mix of music playing, 
from Neil Young and Johnny Cash to 
Wu-Tang Clan and the instrumentals of 
Simon Tellier, relaxes me. Until the gun 
starts whizzing.  

The next six hours, plus or minus a 
few short breaks, are a haze of torture 
and inspiration. At times, Loïc is lost in 
a singing, dancing, air-drumming trance, 
his technique shifting from tender to 
brutal with the music. I, on the other 
hand, alternate between breathing 
through minor pain as tolerable as a cat 
scratch to nearly biting my hand off as  
I imagine an electric sander shaving 
down my vertebrae.      

“I’m sorry, by the way,” Loïc says during 
a particularly agonising moment.  > 

I first heard about Xoïl – Loïc’s 
industry moniker, which originated from 
a misprint on an internet bill – through 
a friend in New York, who had travelled 
all the way to this humble shopfront in 
Lausanne to get a tattoo a few months 
prior. I researched the zany Frenchman 
and decided he was the artist for me too.

Upon meeting, Loïc finishes his 
cigarette and escorts me inside the 
Dropin Shop parlour, which is filled with 
antiques, tribal beads and animal horns, 
to reveal the design he’s prepared for me. 
It’s a black, botanical illustration-style 
graphic of California giant kelp. The 
design is different from the collaged, 
colour-splashed and deeply symbolic 
tattoos that Loïc often produces, but I 
like it. It’s also massive, but I trust him.

As he prints the design onto a purple-
ink stencil, he talks about his process, 
which starts with a booking – often six 
months in advance. Loïc, who dedicates 
an entire day to each tattoo, comes up 
with the design the night before, only 
sharing the tattoo with the customer on 
the morning of the appointment. (This 
isn’t abnormal for a sought-after artist, 
but it’s enough to get a customer’s heart 
pounding.) Prior to this, clients email 
across their concepts and keywords, but 
as Loïc explains, the magic is in meeting 
the tattoo’s future owner.

“It’s almost like sex,” he says. “When 
you’re not excited, it’s not going to 
happen. You need to get excited in  
your mind to just feel ideas, you know? 
I love to work with serendipity, and not 
knowing what I’m doing.”

“What did you say? Serendipity?” 
Louise, a tattoo artist working nearby, 
asks in French. 



“I keep getting tattooed just for that 
reason, ’cause I know tattoos are f**king 
painful. I feel like I have to get them 
everywhere to finish my commitment 
to the thing – for the respect of the 
customer, for respect for what I’m  
doing and what it brings to me.”

At that we pause while numbing spray 
soothes my carved-up back. I ask about 
Needles Side Tattoo, the shop that Loïc 
ran in Thonon-les-Bains, France, for 13 
years. He explains how his precision – 
his perfect lines and shapes, honed from 
his years as a mason – got him there, 
despite being a “sh*tty artist”. With 
inspiration from artists including Jef 
Palumbo of La Boucherie Moderne in 
Belgium, Loïc developed a unique style  
of collage that he layers and tweaks  
in Photoshop.

“I’m lucky ’cause I do collage,” he 
says. “It can be just grey like [yours], 
could be with crazy colour, could be 
geometric. I’m a little more open in the 
choice I can present to my customers 
because of collage.”

At the busiest point of his career, 
eight or so years ago, people were 
coming from all corners of the globe 
in search of the best tattoo. Loïc found 
himself playing mind tricks on clients 
to push his craft forward, encouraging 
those not immediately sold on his 
design to sit with it for 10 minutes 
before giving him a final answer. “It 
works, I would say 98 per cent of the 
time,” he recalls. “People would come 
back from the room and say, ‘Oh,  
it’s perfect.’”  >



The stress of running Needles Side 
Tattoo overwhelmed Loïc in the end, 
prompting him to close up shop and 
spend the next year touring Europe. 
From a friend’s boat in Paris, he delved 
into the history and shamanistic roots 
of tattoo while practicing traditional 
‘hand-poke’ techniques as well as ‘timed 
tattoo’, during which he creates small 
pieces in seven minutes. 

Among several collaborations, Loïc 
designed a range of watches for the 
luxury Swiss brand RJ-Romain Jerome, 
which featured flesh-coloured bands 
with old-school designs inspired by 
an early 20th-century trend in Britain, 
that Loïc stumbled upon in a book: 
wallets sewn from real tattooed skin. 

Rejuvenated by the social and cultural 
significance of tattoos, Loïc took the 
job at Dropin Shop in late 2015. He still 
strives to push the art form forward, 
but he no longer turns people away 
for concepts that some might consider 
unsophisticated. “The need for getting  
[a tattoo], to go through something,  
like a change, is the same,” says Loïc. 
“And whatever, if it’s a dolphin or a 
tribal, every time [the client] sees it,  

he will remember a time when he needed 
something to do, to forget, or forgive…”

Loïc says ultimately he’d like to make 
money another way (“I really wish I 
could open an antiques store, to tell you 
the truth”) to not let his pay cheque 
interfere with what he now considers a 
sacred craft. “Like music, you can find 
tattoos on every part of the globe,” says 
Loïc. “[People] from 15,000 years ago 
have tattoos. It was only kings, then only 
poor [people], then only prisoners, then 
only dapper [men]. It’s evolved so much 
in our society that it’s deep inside us. 
People get tattoos and they don’t even 
know why.”

Towards the end of the day, when  
my tattoo is nearly complete, Loïc 
redefines serendipity. 

“Hey, Louise, so actually serendipity 
isn’t really an accident,” he says. 
“Serendipity means that something 
happens when you meant to do 
something else. It’s more than  
an accident.”

At about 7.30pm, I look in the mirror 
at my finished kelp tattoo and feel a 
sense of pride. With all Loïc’s talk of 
magic and energy, I wonder what power 
it might bring. When we sit down for the 
last time, I ask how my life will change 
now that I’ve joined the tattooed class. 

“You know Rodin, the sculptor?” asks 
Loïc. “He said, ‘I don’t sculpt the stone, 
I just take off the stone that is around  
to make the statues appear.’ Instead  
of sculpting the tattoo, I take off  
what’s around it to reveal [what’s  
already there].”

The topic of sculpting reminds me 
of the young stone mason whose life 
fortuitously changed because of his 
tattoos, and I realise that Loïc’s story 
may be the definition of serendipity.  
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