


These pictures are of tattooed
Papua New Guinean women
from the early 1900s. They
are reproduced with kind per-
mission from Lars Krutak
from his book The Tattooing
Arts of Tribal Women
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Fiat was your first
i) contact with Papua New
Guinea tattooing?
My first contact with the tattooing
*cultures of PNG came through
(circa) 1900 photographs pub-
lished in obscure British academic
journals, many of which were pro-

duced by the British magistrate of

Central Papua Francis Rickman
Barton. Since then, I have been
deeply fascinated by the symbol-
ism and beauty of tattooing among
the coastal groups like the Waima,
Mekeo, Hula, Aroma and Mailu.

It seems to me that tattooing was
intimately connected to almost
every aspect of these peoples’ tra-
ditional culture. The PNG chapter
of my new book focuses on these
and other coastal groups like the
Maisin of Collingwood Bay.

In turn, I began researching
other aspects of permanent body
art in PNG, like the skin-cutting
rituals of the latmut and Kaningara
of the Middle Sepik region.

These peoples receive thousands
of skin-cuts so that they resemble
the crocodile spirit; an entity that
was believed to have shown them
all of the many facets of their cul-
ture — from building Haus
Tambarans (Spirit Houses) to con-
ducting warfare and practicing
agriculture. They believe that by
making the skin-cuts, they will

absorb some of the crocodile
spirit’s power.

[ first visited PNG this past April
and May to shoot a television doc-
umentary for the Discovery
Channel focusing on the tradition
of skin-cutting among the
Kaningara of the Blackwater
River. I had no idea how much
preparation and monetary cost
went into the ritual — and that
men from several distant villages
(some are considered to be enemy
villages) would participate. There
was even a school teacher from the
Mt. Hagen region who participated
in the seclusion and skin-cutting
because as he told me: “In the
mountains, we don’t have any ritu-
als as powerful as this.

“I really believe that there is
something special about this ritual,
and that it will help me lead a long
and prosperous life. There is a lot
of magic in this Haus Tambaran (at
Kaningara).”

What had you heard about PNG
prior to visiting? They say PNG is
a paradise for anthropologists.
With so many people speaking so
many languages, with each culture
having distinct and remarkable tra-
ditions and practices, PNG is as
incredible as it is diverse!

And from the standpoint of tat-
too history, it isl a_paradise for

or who the Kaningara people real-

anthropologists; especially since
virtually no one has conducted any
extensive research on the subject
for many decades.

What [ think is heartbreaking,
however, is that most of the cul-
tures that tattooed in the past have
stopped today. The really intricate
tattooing of the coastal Papuans
can now only be found on very
elderly individuals, and in another
generation or so it will disappear
forever unless there is some sort of
a cultural revival.

Tell me about your crocodile cuts.
I was living in Kaningara village
on the Blackwater River for a
week or so and I was astonished by
the number of young boys I met
aged 12-14 that were covered in
skin-cut keloids. I was like, hell, if
they can make it through this
bloody and painful ritual, then
surely I can!

Even though I am 36 years old,
these young men gave me the nec-
essary courage and strength to get
cut. In some sense, it was a kind of
reverse peer pressure: the youth,
just by their presence, compelling
an elder like me to suck it up and
go for it! Also, I don’t think I could
have ever understood what this rit-
ual means to the Kaningara people,

ly are, without going under the
razor blade. As the old saying
goes, “anthropologists do it in the
field”, meaning you can’t walk the
walk unless you talk the talk.

At first, I think the Kaningara
thought I might be crazy, because
they had never cut a “white” out-
sider before. Some even said that
my skin was not made for such a
ritual and that I might die.

But once you receive the cuts,
you become part of the communi-
ty. You are consider a fam-
ily member, a perso can be
counted on to help others. You will
be forever linked to all of the men
who have worn these cuts and for
those still to come.

What do your white friends think
of your cuts?
They think it is a really extreme
form of body art, but one that has a
lot of cultural significance. And
almost everyone asks me “what
did you take to numb the pain”.
Well, forbidden in
Kaningara and it is taboo to chew

alcohol is

betel nut or smoke tobacco before
and during the cutting (although I
was given a betel nut still in its
shell to bite down on), so you have
to put your mind in a good place in
order to forget about what is hap-
pening to your body.
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I have received many tattoos before, some
hand-tapped with needles (Borneo), thorns
(Philippines) or nails (Indonesia), others
pricked in with iron rods (Thailand) or palm
thorns (Brazilian Amazon), and others with
electric tattoo machines.

Some of these tattoos took four hours or
more to create, but I can honestly say that thir-
ty minutes of skin cutting is more painful than
any tattoo I have ever received!

The pain verges on the inhumane, but it is
bearable. It's really a test of the mind over the
body.

Do you plan to visit PNG again?

What originally attracted me to this incredible
country was the tattooing, so I hope to come
back and document as much of it as possible
before it disappears from view. I certainly plan
to visit PNG in the near future.

Tell me a bit about your book. Is it being well-
received?

The book has just been printed (September
2007), and the reviews are forthcoming. My
publisher and I are actively promoting it and
because | write for several tattoo magazines
and websites I hope they will too!

The impetus for writing this book came from
a female acquaintance of mine who is a prac-
ticing tattooist. She asked me several years
ago: “in which indigenous cultures of the
world did women work as tattoo artists?”

I could name a few because I had worked
with them in the past (e.g., Kayan of Borneo,
Siberian Yupik of Alaska), but then the ques-
tion really began to grab my attention. With a
little research, I quickly realised that no one
had ever published a book on the subject, so I
felt it was my obligation to do so.

How do PNG tattoos (as artwork) compare
with other tribal work from around the
world?
I find them to be as beautiful, if not more
so, than any other on the planet (!); espe-
cially the facial tattoos of the Motu and
Hula women. The tattoo designs of the
coastal Papuans, however bold and abstract
they may be, certainly accentuated the con-
tours of the body in a very striking way.
And they also comprise a kind of text
or visual language whose meaning can be
understood through the placement, form,
and materials used to make them.
Certainly, the tattoos of PNG hold an
iconic allure; they adorn the body and
intensify its splendour and spirituality by
dramatically illuminating the human
skin. Because tattooing, as ritual, reenact-
ed myth; it imitated the actions of the
gods and ancestors who sacrificed their
own skins to make them more sacred and
lasting. ot
Traditional tattooing is g out in
PNG. Do you have any comments to
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[ believe that the very elaborate body and facial
tattooing of the coastal Papuans living north
and south of Pt. Moresby is dying out or is
already dead: since, perhaps only a handful of
fully tattooed elders living in these regions still.

There are exceptions, though, because I do
know that the Tufi, Korafe, and Maisin of Oro
Province (Collingwood Bay) sporadically tat-
too their faces with big bold patterns.

Of course, my flight attendant from Moresby
to Mt Hagen wore some simple facial tattoos
and she was from Madang.

[ saw many other Papua New Guineans that
also owned marks, like the Huli, but nothing in
comparison to the intricate designs of the
Aroma, Mekeo, Mailu, Hula, Motu, and
Waima of the early 1920s and 30s.

I should note that many of the men and
women in Kaningara also have simple tattoos:
personal names spelled out on their forearms
or a few chin stripes for “beauty”.

Obviously, missionisation, modern medicine
(which replaced medicinal forms of tattooing),
colonial and PNG governmental administra-
tion are largely to blame for the decline of tra-
ditional tattooing, but so too is the loss of tat-
tooed tribal elders and tattoo artists who are the
gatekeepers of tattoo knowledge and associa-
tive practices.

If there is no one skilled in the art of tattoo
making, or people willing to learn from these
knowledgeable elders, then the custom will
certainly decline. I just hope someone will pick
up the reigns and jumpstart a tattoo renaissance
in coastal PNG, because all tattooing, no mat-
ter where it is practiced, is rooted in human
experience, history, and nature from which tat-
tooing culture and humanity ultimately sprang.

B Lars’s book can be purchased through
www.amazon.com.uk

Paperbacks can also be purchased through
his website www.larskrutak.com
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C rocodie
cuts

LARS describes the skin cutting he
underwent in the Sepik

many details; but for the sake of brevity
and secrecy, which I promised to uphold,
[ will only provide you with a brief overview.

If you are Kaningara or a local man from a
surrounding village, you must be secluded in
the Haus Tambaran for two months.

During the seclusion, many foods are
tabooed; you must face the wall and not speak
with the other initiates when you eat; and
because you are not a “man” yet, you can only
sit on the floor. You can only live and sleep on
the south side of the Haus Tambaran (the north
side is for men only), and when you need to use
the bathroom you must completely cover your-
self in a sheet so that women will not see you.

Of course, there are many other taboos and if
you break one of them, you will be severely
punished. Throughout the seclusion, the initi-
ates dance and sing to build their strength and
courage, and to learn the sacred genealogies
and myths of their ancestors.

The night before the skin-cutting, all initiates
are taken on an all-night jungle walkabout. Just
before dawn, the initiates are led into the river
where they soak for an hour in the freezing water.

Soaking in the water really softens up your
skin and I think it speeds up the cutting itself.
Once the soaking is complete, the men are led
back to the Spirit House for the cutting. We
were so exhausted by this point that we just
wanted to get the cutting over with. Actually, I
think the lack of sleep really helps you get
through the cutting. In the beginning, I was so
relaxed that I barely felt the first twenty or so
cuts. Then it really began to hurt! Especially
the nipple cuts — they are deep!

The cutter is a specialist and each man has his
own unique style and technique. Traditionally,
the Kaningara used knives made of bamboo, but
today they use disposable razor blades to pre-
vent the spread of infectious disease.

The cutter picks up a fold of skin and then he
quickly slashes small cuts into the chest, shoul-
ders, nipples and abdomen.

The bloody torso begins to resemble the face
of the crocodile: the cuts around the nipples are
its eyes, the nostrils are etched-in around the
navel; and its arms are cut into the shoulders
and upper arms.

After the chest has been completed, the initi-
ates are led outside of the Spirit House and
their cuts are washed with water.

Now, the initiates prepare for the painful
back cutting. All in all, each initiate receives
over one-thousand skin-cuts. And for the next
month, he will apply river mud and tree oil to
his wounds to infect the cuts so that they will
resemble crocodile scales.

THE process is a lengthy one and there are

Ailines PNG 29



	PNG1.jpg
	PNG2.jpg
	PNG3.jpg
	PNG4.jpg

