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Lars Krutak's
new book The
Tattooing Arts of
Tribal Women
takes an in-depth
look at the roles
of women in

BOOK REVIEW—THE TATTOOING ARTS OF TRIBAL WOMEN

traditional
tattooing
practices.

{arm) ar eighreen years of age. Her mtoos were pricked-in with 4 thorn
=t

and were requisites for marmage; men would not marry a Sihan

woman without them.

Old Sthan women were the @itoo armsts and they generally employved
the same methods and monfs as the Kayvan. The position of tamooist was
hereditary, usmnally passed from mother 1w daughter, Ar death, the oo
artrst was buried with her equipment.™

The neghboring Lahanan also excelled in tanooing. Lahanan aimooists
were always wormen amil the profession was hereditary in the fermale line.
One fis-year-old worman, Bangu, gave me a vivid aceount of her ca. 1950 tar-
too experience and the price list for each mmo in Sarawak dollars (SD).
“Several women held me down, each wok a limb, and another woman

Above: Oy srstocraly women wens aiowed he privilegs of
waaning kekong kelnan, becass ony thay coold msist any
nogatine magic asociated with the design. In the dstant
st the il mary have regresented a ritual offesing,
depicting a sk saceifics, of 3 guartian spiit. Somotimes
this and other Ealioo motits such &5 a0’ {dragon-dog) and
gt {Porrsdl) sk Ihe elaborisy sxrad grvees of
arstocratic Oang Ly womern. The albaove depicts
a Kayan gravehouss hing on the hanks of the Upper Reang
Fiver,

Rightz Kasiong kefunan woodbiock tafino pint. ca. 1500 After
Hose and McDougal (1912 Fig. 71)

streiched the skan for the metooist who began working onee 1 was cilm. [
wanted to get through it because [ wouldn’t gee a husband if T didn'e. Tx ook
four days o watwo one arm (6o SD) and four for the other (60 SDY; four
days for one foot (3 SD) and four more for the other (5 SD). | was fifteen
years old at the mime and we did all the aooos in those sixteen days!™
Two Lahanan men, who were tattnoed by women, mentioned that if you
had no money, you paid for your mtwes with 2 gong or a permg (shore
sword). One of these men, 8o-year-old Pugwun Bapai, wld e he was tr-
twoed fora 25 Sarawak dollar fee at the age of fifteen. A special party was held
n his honor after the nmal because he was no loager a *hoy,” bur a “man.”
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BOOK REVIEW BY CHARLES GATEWOOD e
TATTOOING ARTS

THE TATTOOING ARTS OF

TRIBAL WOMEN

BY LARS KRUTAK

nthropologist and regular Skin&Ink contributor

Lars Krutak has given our tattoo community &

two-hundred-and-eighty-eight-page masterpiece.

Resulting from ten vyears of research, The
Tattooing Arts of Tribal Women details the vanishing art of
women's tribal tattooing on five continents. Containing over
two hundred and fifty photographs and drawings, this fasci-
nating and visually rewarding volume examines the history
and significance of these tattoo designs and technigues, and
details the cultures that created them.

A distinguished researcher, collector, writer and histori-
an, Krutak established himself as a leading spokesman for
the study and understanding of indigenous body enhance-
ment practices while working with the National Museum of
the American Indian and the Smithsonian Institute. For those
seeking more information about women's roles in tribal cul-
tures, this book is an invaluable and entertaining resource.

The Tattooing Arts of Tribal Women is broken into five
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OF TRIBAL WOMEN

chapters: (1) North Africa,
Irag and the Balkans; (2)
Taiwan and Borneo; (3)
Papua New Guinea and
Easter Island; (4) Japan,
Northwest Coast and Arctic; and (5) South America,
California and the American Southwest. Each chapter is a
comprehensive overview that establishes new ways of under-
standing the messages encoded in these traditional tattoos.

The roles of women in tribal tattoo practices have hereto-
fore been largely unknown or misunderstood. Krutak points
out that of all the publications dealing with tribal tattoos, not
one focuses on the importance of indigenous women in the
process. Too often, tattoo history was written by explorers
and colonialists who had little knowledge of the native cul-
tures they beheld. Indigenous peoples were often viewed as
curiosities to be stared at and collected. Sometimes natives
were kidnapped and put on display at freak shows to show

LARS KRUTAK
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how far the tattooed “savages” had fallen
on the evolutionary ladder. Tattoo

history deserves better, and

Krutak delivers the goods with this
fascinating new work.

“The Tattooing Arts of Tribal
Women," writes Krutak, “is a prelimi-
nary and encyclopedic exploration of
the indelible traditions of indigenous
women that exposes a previously undoc-
umented world of permanent body art
knowledge.” Using accounts of ethnolo-

gists and anthropologists, plus extensive oo i
field research, Krutak views skin as a human ‘:;i‘?\f:«ff\i*"- o
canvas, marked by indigenous experience, \“{\:“:‘f:w::'::‘.m \,.:ai\‘:‘
containing memories of the subjects and their \‘:;‘f‘:{;\“\:: K
cultural world. “;‘l;:\f:\u“m‘\
Krutak explores how feelings of inclusion, w0t
belonging and connectedness helped generate :“::\“
the tattoo practices themselves. The author looks e;:‘:;“_‘“.\ il ¥
at tattooing as an action-centered technology that s S

ties together tattoos, ancestors, spirits and deities
in profound and powerful ways. Tattooing enabled
individuals to change the world by influencing the
supernatural forces that generate and control it.

Tattooed human skin became a
garment of power, providing a powerful
force connecting past and present, and
extending onward toward the future.

For countless years, the tattoo arts of indigenous
women have provided ways of expressing and relating to the
psychological dimensions of life, health and death. Artistic cre-
ation was a sacred, magical act. Using natural materials—wood,
bone and pigments—the tattooist inscribed symbols illustrating
beliefs that expressed important cultural and metaphysical val-
ues. As an anthropologist, Krutak looks for common ground in
his research. In all the cultures studied, tattooing is deeply spir-
itual. Indeed, spirituality—the belief in powers beyond our sens-
es—is the cornerstone of all indigenous social systems.
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BOOK REVIEW—THE TATTOOING ARTS OF TRIBAL WOMEN

All cultures have behaviors and beliefs designed to define, symbol-
ize, understand and invoke the unseen worlds. Tattooing helps to
access those worlds.

Also universal are rituals of pain, suffering and sacrifice. Tattoo
rituals validate the individual, strengthen the community and illumi-
nate the divine. Native peoples seek a rich spiritual life through

body rites and practices that allow them to cross into the spirit
worlds.

Another common belief is animism, the feeling that all things
are*alive, everything has power. Spirit is an energy that animates
and powers the world. Everything is sacred, everything is connect-
ed. Shamans and healers, tattooing traditional designs, invoke
powerful natural forces. The tattoos are believed to aid fertility and
healing, bestow protection and power, favor desirable personal rela-
tions and offer success in the hunt. .

In native cultures, women played a central role in establishing
and maintaining the household. Women were commonly the
guardians of weaving and sewing. Often it was women—aexperts with
needle and thread—who pricked human skin with tattoo designs. In

some tribal societies, such as the Iraqgi Arab culture, women per-
formed nearly all the tattocing. Among the Ainu of Japan, tattooing

was exclusively by and for women. In the indigenous cultures of
Peru, women were the pri-
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mary tattoo artists. Among the Eskimos, most tattoo artists were
respected elderly women. Their extensive training sewing animal
skins aided their precision when “stitching the human skin.”

Coming-of-age rituals involving tattooing were often per-
formed by women shamans and healers. Among the Berbers of
North Africa, a ritual tattoo marked the passage of a girl into
womanhoaod. Among the Aleut of the Arctic, girls were given their
distinctive chin tattoo following their first menstruation. The
Chaco peoples of the American Southwest also tattooed young
women at puberty. Here, and in most cultures of the area,
women were the tattoo artists. Among the Austronesian Maori
of New Zealand, girls reaching puberty were tattooed on the
lips. The Maori considered normal lips unsightly, because they
had not yet been “cocked.” The Maori called tattooing ahi ta

moko (the “fire” of tattooing), and the “hot” application of the

design—aided by spirits of fire and ash—completed the trans-
formational process.
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Native cultures also used tattooing for important medicinal
functions. Health and healing were often the responsibility of cer-
tain wise women in the tribe. Tattoo medicine served to cure ail-
ments, prevent disease and ward off supernatural possession.
Some tattoos were disorder-specific. Among the native peoples of
St. Lawrence Island, a mark over the sternum was a cure for heart
trouble, a mark over each
eve helped cure poor eye-
sight. In many cultures, tat-
toos near body openings
(mouth, nose, ear, vagina,
anus) prevented evil spirits
from entering the body. And
parallels of indigenous ther
apeutic tattooing and tradi-
tional Chinese acupuncture
have been widely reported.

Many tribal designs
show marked similarities.
Again and again, the same
symbols appear: dots, lines,
circles, triangles. Crosses
are common, and often
serve a protective function.
Long before Christians used
the cross as a symbol of
strength and rehirth, native
peoples were using cross
designs to offer protection
from evil forces. Often the
same primal symbols appear to us in dreams or visions.
Psychologist Carl Jung believed these universal symbols speak to
an unconscious part of our mind, linking the rational world of con-
sciousness with the primitive worlds of intuition and instinct.

The powerful, mysteriously familiar quality of tribal tattooing is
of special interest today. Stylistically, the influence of tribal tattoo-
ing on modern practice has been huge. The world's oldest and bold-
est style is characterized by strong graphic shapes, thick dark lines,
repeatling patterns, graphic use of negative space and the use of
abstract forms—all essential elements of modern tattooing.

Equally important are the spiritual and metaphysical implications of
pre-technological blackwork. True art involves a magical reordering
of reality, evoking deep primal energies and contact with higher
powers. In today's secular world, where most art has lost its sacred
context, tribal tattooing reminds us that real art—the kind that
shakes your soul—is powerful, deep and mysterious. In this essen-
tial book, HKrutak clearly
illustrates the essential
roles women have played in
these traditional tattoo
practices.

All myths and spiritual
traditions reference some-
thing beyond the self, some
energy or spirit which con-
nects us all. There are many
paths connecting us to
those spirit worlds. Tribal
tattooing has the magic,
power and purpose to take
us on that journey. Tattooing
as ritual, reenacted as
myth, connects us with
gods, ancestors and the
universal unconscious.

Today, unfortunately,
many traditional cultures
and practices are vanishing.
Indigenous ritual tattooing
anchored cultural values on
skin by creating a complex visual mosaic rooted in traditional prac-
tice. As we collect and share knowledge of these practices, we see
how history connects tattoo, ritual, myth and nature in ways we are
just beginning to understand. In this context, The Tattooing Arts of
Tribal Women is a major contribution to tattoo literature.

London, Bennett and Bloom/ Desert Hearts Publishing, 2007.
Softbound, six by nine inches, two hundred and eighty-eight pages,
$44.95. ISBN 1-898948-75-5. The book is available from
www.amazon.com.uk or www.larskrutak.com.
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