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Lars Krutak is the Indiana Jones meets
David Attenborough of the tattoo world

WORDS PETE NEWSTEAD PHOTOS LARS KRUTAR
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ooking at the heavily scarred, inked body of

Lars Krutak, you wouldn't think his interest

in ritual tribal tattooing began as recently

as 1996, The American academic turned into

a globe-trotting adventurer thanks to his
research at the University Of Alaska, where he studied the
symbolism and practice of tattooing in the Arctic and saw
an image of an Inuit woman with a skin-stitched tattooed
chin. After doing more research, his interest became an
obsession, and he travelled to St Lawrence Island off the

ce
coast of Alaska to interview elderly women who still had
these traditional stitched tattoos. —
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THE TRADITIONAL TATTS THAT REQUIRE
MORE THAN A TRIP TO YOUR LOCAL PARLOUR! |

#1

MOZAMEBIQUE
The ‘forbidden’ tattoo of the Makonde people
got its name because, in the 1960s, the
Communist Mozambigue Liberation Front
outlawed tattooing as it promoted individual
expression. [t's performed by cutting the
skin, then rubbing a form of ink into
the wounds. "The skin-cut tattoos
of the Makonde are pretty
intense,” says Lars. "I was

told that boys and girls who
attempted to run away while
the cutting was taking place
were sometimes buried up to
their necks in the earth so that
the tattoo artist could continue.”

: (1.2 1&011C PAPUA NEW GUINEA
This scarification is a rite of passage for young Kaningara men. Before
cutting takes place, the men spend two months of seclusion in a haus
tambaran, a traditional worship house, where they form the strong
fraternal bond necessary for them to undergo the ordeal of receiving
hundreds of deep cuts. "The cuts around the nipples are the eyes of the
crocodile spirit,” says Lars. "The nostrils are etched around the navel,
and the crocodile's limbs are cut into the shoulders and upper arms.
The back cuts symbolise the tail and skin of the crocodile.”

O
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“I've never seen that much-of- my own

blood flowing freely out of my body”

Now Lars, the 'tattoo anthropologist’, is the star of
the Discovery Channel show The Tattoo Hunter, where
he travels the world to experience the beauty, pain and
ritual of tribal tattoos first hand - by getting inked in
indigenous traditional methods

"I wouldn't be true to my research unless [ actually
participated in these rituals, which includes getting

tattoos with the traditional methods of application,” Lars
explains. "Perhaps you can imagine what a hand-tapped
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tattoo feels like by reading someone else’s written account
in an anthropology book - but unless you experience it for
yourself, I don't think you can get at the essence of it as
a cultural practice and rite of passage that has physically
and psychologically transformed its bearers since the
dawn of time. It's a shared process of pain, recuperation,
and personal memory.”

Lars has yet to see a tattocing method he wouldr't try,
and now wants a traditional skin-stitched tattoo like the




Baritle scars
PHILIPPINES
There are less than
30 tattooed Kalinga
head-hunting warriors
still alive, and only one
surviving tattoo artist:
89-year-old Whang Od.
The markings often
demonstrate a bearer's
prowess in battle,
including tally marks
beneath the ears or
armpits to represent
the number of battles
survived, The tattoos
often include a V-shaped
mark that represents
an eagle - the
messenger bird to
: indigenous god
-  Kabunian.
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one that piqued his interest in ink. The method involves Wionk-y magic THAILAND

a reindeer sinew thread, coloured with soot and seal oil, Believed to give the bearer magical protection against everything from
being inserted under the skin. The thread passes through bad luck to bullets, and possibly attract a husband or wife, these tattoos
the flesh but the ink stain remains, creating a permanent are performed by a monk wha recites a katha - a form of holy spell

mark. He's now tracked down a Danish tattooist who's — while he does it. For the spell to be effective, Lars explains, the wearer
mastered the technique. "T've always been curious about must always obey at least one of the five Buddhist principles, which are
the amount of pain such tattoos produce,” he says. "It'll to never kill, lie, steal, have 'improper’ sex or become intoxicated. Before
be difficult not to flinch as my skin quivers with each pass giving someone a tattoo, the monk will read their aura to determine what
of the needle and thread!" —>» kind of design will be most appropriate for them.
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Above: Lars grins and
bearsit

Ink and insects

Lars' first tattoo - a Siberian-inspired design circling his

left bicep - was done in New Orleans by Kosovan tattooist

Naki. He now has eight in total, and his favourite is his

first traditionally hand-tapped tattoo - where ink is

applied by hand using a sharpened animal bone - of

a rosette on his left shoulder. Lars received it while

among the Iban people in Sarawak, Malaysian Borneo
"Between the outlining and fill, it took about four and

a half hours,” he says. "l was extremely patient, lying on
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the floorboards of that longhouse as my shoulder was
hammered for several hours in the moist jungle heat
The worst part was that the lighting we arranged for
the camera attracted every large flying insect that
evening. For over four hours, bugs would hit the lamps
then fall down directly on my bare skin and crawl all
over - and into - my body orifices. It was torture, like
thousands of prickly legs crawling ac

s my skin in
every direction as the tattoo was hammered home
hour after hour. I'll never forget that!



#5

The marks of the Hamar are known as
pala or 'hero scars’. They're only given
for watriors who've killed another man
in battle. Lars describes the ritual as
beginning with the blood of a freshly
killed white goat being poured over
the man's shoulders, before
the hacked-off genitals of his
enemy are displayed above
the village gateway. He's then
garlanded with leaves and his
chest is cut to form vertical
rows of pala. If he kills again,
he'll get more scars on his
arms and undet his armpits.
If he runs out of room for
scars, one of his wives can
wear them for him.

o

“There isn't
much difference
between thorns
and needles”

pleasant experience, Lars has had 2AOWING PAIINS BENIN

Despite this un WITLC
several traditional tattoos since, almost every one using The Betamarribe people practice a similar form of facial marking to the
a different technique. He was hand-tapped with orange Makonde, but with no pigment put into the cuts. Instead, a razor-sharp
tree thorns by the Kalinga people in the Philippines, then tool resembling an arrowhead is used to cut patterns into the faces and
with lemon tree thorns and brass nails by the Mentawai bodies of two-year-old children. Hundreds and hundreds of cuts are given.
in Indanesia. He's been hand-poked with iron rods by The children scream in pain, some fall unconscious, and there’s so much
Buddhist monks In Thailand, and pricked with palm tree blood that they begin choking on it. But if a child doesn't receive these
thorns by the Kayabi people of the Brazilian Amazon. markings they aren't considered human. And if they die before they
“There isn't much of a difference between thorns and receive their skin-cuts, they won't be buried in the village cemetery

needles,” explains Lars. "Although needles move in and — with their relatives — because they're not considered Betamarribe.
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‘I canhonestly say that 30;minutes of
skin-cutting with & razor blade is more

painful than any

Above: The Merrtawi
try not to get
distracted by

Lars' Brilno pose

out of your skin more cleanly, whereas thorns occasionally
grab the skin, increasing the amount of friction and pain
Occasionally, they even get stuck in the skin.”

As painful as this sounds, it pales in comparison to his
description of getting the stunning razor and knife scars
that cover much of his upper body. Lars got these as part
of a rite of passage for the Kaningara people of Papua
New Guinea, which is intended to transform the body
into a homage to a crocodile spirit.

"1 can honestly say that just 30 minutes of skin-cutting
with a razor blade, especially the circular cuts around the
nipples, is more pairful than any tattoo I've ever received,”
he winces. "When I was living with the Kaningara,

[ received over 400 skin cuts across my chest and I've
never seen that much of my own blood flowing freely
out of my body. It's no wonder that some men have
died participating in this ritual in the past. When the
cutting is over, the ritual area where the scarification
takes place resembles a battlefield. There are bloody
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tattoo I've ever received”

rags, bloody buckets of water, and pools of human blood
as far as the eye can see”

But the experience didn't dampen Lars’ enthusiasm
for his chosen field and, after dousing his cuts with cold
water from a bucket, he was up and taking photos of
the other initiates within minutes. *I think the Kaningara
thought T was mad, running around shooting close-ups
and stills with a bloody chest." he grins

A few weeks later the scars had formed, although
some stayed a raw, angry red for eight months. "My
chest and arms are now covered by a series of fine white
scars,” he says. "These keloids are anywhere from 1 to
3em in Jength, except the cuts around my nipples, which
are three rings about 12em in circumference. It looks as
if someone was trying to remove my nipples!"

Pain and recuperation
Now he's spent over a decade unearthing the tattoo
secrets of the world's tribal regions, Lars is convinced



Scar Man l

Body snaichers
BRAZILIAN AMAZON
The origins of the tattoos
of the Kayabi people stem
from their great enemies,
the Apiaka. The markings of
the Apiaka included a black
rectangle around the mouth
that symbolised their right
to eat human flesh. While not
cannibals, the Kayabi were
fearsome warriors who
believed they took an enemy's
soul when they killed him.
Using palm tree thorms.
their dead foe's name would
be tattooed on themselves
to represent the new soul
they'd acquired.

Spirit tattoos

SIBERUT ISLAND
The Mentawai people who
A Kalinga warrior inhabit the jungle island
shows off his chest of Siberut, 60 miles
west of Indonesia, have
a tradition of tattooing
of their cultural importance. “For most tribal groups going back thousands of
these tattoo rituals represent a rite of passage marking years. The tattooing is
the physical and psychological movement from one stage part of a beautification
of life to the next.” he says. "They also promise safe ritual that keeps their
passage to the world of their ancestors - who also body attractive to their

sacrificed their own skins to make them sacred.” souls, as well as warding

off evil spirits. Tattoos
are given with either
a sharp piece of bark

Lars is also fascinated with the tradition of tattoos
being given for medicinal purposes. “The oldest form
of madicinal tattooing is from Europe,” he says. “Over
B0 per cent of the tattoos worn by Otzi the Iceman

from the native karai
(the 5500 year-old body found frozen in the Austrian tree, or a lemon tree
Alps in 1991) are located on acupuncture points used thorn attached to
today to heal rheumatism. And X-ray analysis of Otzi a bamboo stick. They

revealed a body racked by arthritis” often represent the ‘tree

of life’, with stripes on
the thighs symbolising
the trunk and dotted
lines on the arms
representing branches.

Lars Is determined to carry on his research, but despite
his love of tattooing culture he agrees that tattoos aren't
for everyone. "I'm not trying to convince everyone to
get some ink,” he smiles. "It’s a personal decision, and
[ wouldn't want to interfere with that" @
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