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Kayabi Warriors (Brazil)

“[T'S LIKE A PERFECT CIRCLE:
YOU TRAVEL, COLLECT MATERIAL,
AND THEN COME HOME AND
WRITE IT UP BEFORE YOU HIT
THE ROAD AND DO IT ALL OVER
AGAIN.”THIS ISTHE STORY

AND LIFE OF THE AMERICAN
CULTURAL ANTHROPOLOGIST AND

OW DID YOUR guestions, | learned that a few elderly
ANTHROPOLOGY women on St Lawrence Island [between
AND SOCIOLOGY Russia and Alaskal in the Bering Sea

STUDIES LEADYOU
TOTATTOO0? HOW

continued to wear traditional tattoos

on their faces, arms, and hands. These

DOYOU BECOME ATATTOO were stitched in the human skin with
ANTHROPOLOGIST? needle and thread. | began writing

used to work in the art world in San letters to elders and the village councils
Francisco and left that behind to begin on the island seeking permission to visit

graduate studies in anthropology at and start-up a research project. | also

the University of Alaska, Fairbanks drafted a few grant proposals to help

in 1996. At that point in time | didn’t pay for the research. Shortly thereafter
have any tattoos nor did | knaw much 11997). | found myself flying in a small
about them. About two weeks after my airplane across the Bering Sea to begin
arrival at the university, | was walking my first tattoo anthropology project. |
around campus and crossed paths interviewed all of the tattooced elder
with an Inuit woman who had tattoos living on the island. These St. Lawrenc
on her chin. After that brief encounter Island Yupiget [Eskimo] women

| became very interested in learning were already in their ~|qh ties and

more about the custom because | had nineties, and they represented the last

no idea thal indigenous peoples in the generation of tattooed elders in Alaska
Arctic had a tattooing tradition and to be

ca. 1920. Sadly, the last

tattooed in the traditional manner

what these markings symbolized. After tattooed woman

a few months of research and asking from St. Lawrence died in 2005 so my
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WRITER LARS KRUTAKWHO
TRAVELS THREE MONTHS EACH
YEAR AROUND THE WORLD TO
CONDUCT HIS RESEARCH: THE
TATTOOING TRADITIONS OF
INDIGENOUS TRIBES IN THE
MOST REMOTE REGIONS IN THE
WORLD TO DOCUMENT THEM
WITH PHOTOS, INTERVIEWS AND
STORIES FOR HIS BOOKS AND TV
DOCUMENTARIES.




timing could not have been better

My research on St. Lawrence Island
culminated in my Master’s thesis and
ultimately led to future projects across
the tribal tattoo world including my
new 424-page book on Kalinga Tattoo
of the Philippines that will be published
by Edition Reuss in September 2010
Combining the visionary talents of
numerous international photographers
and the words and stories of nearly fifty
Kalinga elders, Kalinga Tattoo is the first
book to tell the story of this incredibly
rich tradition of indigenous body art that
is believed to be 1,000 years old.

WHICH TRIP DID YOU LIKE
MOST?

Living and being scarified by the
Kaningara of Papua New Guinea was
one of the most amazing experiences
because | was the first outsider to be
scarred in their ancient way. | can't

ua New Guinea

say that | enjoyed
the experience
of receiving 500+
razor cut scars
across my chest,
but it was a great
test of the mind
over the body and
| felt energized
after it.

WHAT IS THIS
OLD RITUAL
AND WHAT
DOES IT MEAN?
The skin-cutting
or crocodile
spirit” ritual of the
Kaningara is the
most important
rite of passage for
young men. They
receive thousands
of razor cuts across their torsos, abdomens,
shoulders, and backs down to their legs to
receive the power of the “crocodile spirit”
into their bodies. The cuts around the
nipples are the eyes of the crocodile spirit,
the nostrils are etched-in around the navel,
and the crocodiles arms are cut into the
shoulders and upper arms. The back cuts
symbolize the tail and dorsal surfaces of the
crocodile

Young men are secluded in a special “spirit
house” for two months before they are cut
They must observe many taboos in the house
and when they disobey they are whipped

by elders. The elders teach the "house

boys” (as they are called) all of the sacred
knowledge they must master to become
“true men” in the eyes of the community
During the seclusion genealogies and secret
chants are memorized and special foods are
prepared to soften the skin of the initiates
The "house boys™ dance and sing for nights
on end and once the day of the cutting
arrives, everyone is extremely exhausted. |

think these ritual activities have

a purpose because | didn’t feel

the first 50 or so cuts because

| was so tired. When the cutting

is over the ritual area where the
scarification took place resembles
a battlefield: bloody rags, bloody
buckets of water, and pools

of human blood as far as

the eye can see.

[ GUESS IT IS NOT SIMPLY
TO GAINTHE TRUST OF THE
LOCAL POPULATIONS. HOW
DOYOU MANAGETO ENTER
THEIR COMMUNITIES?

One of the great things about
tattoo and scarification research
Is that when you already have
tattoos and scars [like me] that is
a real ice breaker! Local people
automatically share something
with you because they too have
experienced the same pain as you
have, Also, they know that you
are serious about your research
because you have modified your
body in a similar way

Another key is to organize a good
guide that can speak the local
languages and dialects, and who
knows the local customs and
community leaders

| always conduct a lot of research
before | travel. It is very helpful
to learn local words because
indigenous peoples appreciate

it when you can say something

in their language

Of course, | always bring gifts
too, especially items that are
difficult or expensive to obtain in
remote areas. | think it is always
important to give something

back to a community rather than
simply taking information and not
returning anything
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HOW MUCH TIME DO YOU STAY
IN EACH PLACE YOU VISIT
WITH THE LOCALS TO GATHER
THE DOCUMENTATION THAT
YOU USE IN YOUR WORKS?

The length of my field research
depends on several factors, including
how much funding | have in place to
conduct the work. Typically speaking,
| usually spend anywhere from 2 to é
weeks in a location, for more intense
projects like work with the Kalinga
[Philippines] or Naga [Indial | felt
that is was necessary to make
additional trips

BESIDES ASIAYOU'VE BEEN
TO KOSOWO, ALASKA, EASTERN
EUROPE AND SOUTH AMERICA.
ARETHERE MANY TRIBES

IN SOUTH AMERICAWITH A
TATTOO TRADITION?

Three hundred years ago, there may
have been more tattooed tribes living
in the dense jungles and swamps of
South America than anywhere else on
earth. Today, however, there are less
than ten tribes that continue to wear
tattoos or practice the indelible art in

South America including “uncontacted”

groups presumed to tattoo. Most of
these peoples live by hunting, fishing,
and gathering much like Christopher
Columbus would have found the
inhabitants of the New World aver 500
years ago. One of these tribes that
continues to tattoo is the Kayabi of
Brazil. | lived in a Kayabi village on the
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Kayan woman; libet/Burma

Xingu River for two weeks and learned
a lot about the complex nature of their
tattooing.

WHAT TATTOOING TRADITIONS
DOESTHIS TRIBE HAVE?

For instance, after a Kayabi warrior
had killed his enemy, he usually
brought back the victim's head to the
village. Kayabi warriors who had taken
human lives were believed to enter
into an intimate relationship with their
victims. A powerful Kayabi shaman
[pajé] named Tuiarajup told me: “you
definitely take an enemy’s soul when
you kill him. Also, the blood of the dead
man begins filling your stomach which
necessitales a special diet and ritual
seclusion to avert spiritual "poisoning’
and physical transformation.” But
before the warrior went into seclusion,
he was entitled to have the name of

his victim tattooed upon his body.
Twarajup told me that: "This tattoo
symbol represents the new soul that
he has gained as well as its spiritual
power”. Sometimes the name appeared
as a tattooed glyph upon the head of
the victim; in other cases, these names
appeared on another body part. Either
way, the symbol was mentally recorded
by the Kayabi warrior - unless it was
present on the trophy head that was
brought back to the village - and
repeated to the village’'s tattoo master
who knew every name associated with
the tattooed glyphs of his people’'s
enemies
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The Kayabi change their names

many times during their lives. Kayabi
shamans, however, always have mare
names than laypersons because of
their special relationship with their
spiritual guides called ma’it. Ma’it live
underwater, up in the sky, deep in the
forest, or at the horizon, and provide
shamans with “complete knowledge”
likwaapat| of the whole cosmos, and
the spiritual beings and gods that
inhabit it. After many dreams, these
spirits often exchange their names with
him to increase his physical, spiritual,
or even curative powers. These names
were usually tattooed as name glyphs
on the farearms of the shaman

Still more tattoos could provide their
wearers with specific powers attributed
to the spirits that were embodied in
them. For example, a frog placed on
the shoulder or arm was related to a



Naga woman, India
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group of “spirit masters” in the lineage
of the frog that are protective in nature.
Moreover, great Kayabi warriors wore
jaguar tattoos on their foreheads

or had two jaguars tattooed upside
down beneath their eyes called
towaja'wat so that they could hang
from trees or jump on their "human”
prey withaut injury.

DOYOU HAVE ANY TATT00S?
WHAT VISION AND
INTERPRETATION DO YOU
GIVETO THE MOST POPULAR
TATTOO IN THE WEST, THE ONE
PEOPLE GET ONLY FOR BEAUTY
PURPOSES?

I have been hand-tapped with steel
needles [Borneo), orange tree

thorns [Philippines), lemon tree

thorns [Indonesial, and brass nails
(Indonesial; hand-poked with iron

rods [Thailand); pricked with palm

tree thorns [Brazilian Amazon), and
received machined tattoos in the US
and Kosovo. | also have another 500
scars across my body that | received
from tribes in Africa

| myself have not received my tattoos
or scars for the sake of beauty. Instead,
| am very interested to know and
understand how tattoos and other
forms of body modification “make”

the people who wear them, especially
since traditional forms of body
modification are deeply associated with
rite of passage ceremonies that move
an individual from one life stage to

the next. What | am saying is that the
majority of tribal tattoos have a deeper
psychological meaning than Western
tattoo art for beauty’'s sake. In the West
we are more materialistic (e g., slaves
to fashion] and individualistic. In the
tribal world, collective identity is more
important than individualism and for
this reason tribe members are typically
marked with the same patterns. So

the motivational factors that would
influence an individual to get a tattoo
in Europe to enhance their beauty are
guite different than say someone living
in the Amazon jungle where interaction
with nature, spirits, and the ancestors
are part of everyday life.

LET'STALK ABOUT THE
DOCUMENTARIES YOU PRODUCED
ANDTHE SHOW TATTOO HUNTER
ON DISCOVERY CHANNEL?

We filmed in some of the most remote
locations in the world, it was necessary
to travel with a small team for the
sake of mobility. So for Tattoo Hunter
the team consisted of me [the host],

a director, a producer, one or two
cameramen, and a sound recordist.
The people you meet are just amazing
individuals and they had so much
presence and charisma that you
sometimes couldn't believe they were
not actors! In fact, none of these people
have ever seen a TV camera before,
and they certainly have never been on
TV! | think the most satisfying aspect
of the show was that we let the people
speak for themselves. These tribal
peoples have intriguing stories to tell,
and they want the world to know why
their body modification practices are
important and what will be lost when
they disappear. | just wish someone
would have produced a project like
this 10 or 20 years ago because so
much traditional knowledge about
tattooing and scarification has been
lost worldwide.

A CURIOSITY. HOW DO YOU
PREVENT INFECTION WHEN
RECEIVING TATTOOS DURING
THE SHOOT?

Oftentimes | have a tribal member
fabricate a new tattooing tool whenever
possible. When | have to reuse an old
tool, | sanitize it in a static chemical
bath called PeraSafe, This powder

i5s used in hospitals to clean medical
instruments and | have never had

any problems with infection or any
infectious diseases. But for it to be
effective, you need to mix the powder
with hot water so we always travelled
with bottled water and used a stove lor
built a campfirel for such purposes.
All of us really worked hard to produce
an entertaining and educational
program because who knows when
someone will get the opportunity

to do this again?
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