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¢ Firstly, what was it about the art of putting ink into the skin that
attracted you to chronicle the ancient methods shown in
- this book?

[n the indigenous world, tattoos had to be earned. They were not

given freely. In most cases, men, women, and even children put their
lives on the line to earn this right {e.g., kill a dangerous animal, slay
another human being, etc.), and it is quite obvious that the spiritual
consequences (e.g. disease-bearing spirits attracted to flowing blood)
and health risks (e.g. possible infection, unsterilised tools) associated
with receiving a tattoo were far greater than today.

The indigenaus lifeway is geared towards maintaining harmony

with the environment and society. Communalism is preferred over
individualism and it is much more egalitarion and less fragmented
than Euro-Western society. Nearly every person in these cultures has
adistinct sense of place, belonging and purpose, whereas in the West
this is not necessarily the case.

In Western culture, we have lost touch with many of these guiding
principles. Many youth have no sense of purpose or belonging, families
are broken, morality is of little consequence, and our elders are taken
for granted. At the same time, we are destroying our environment and
ultimately, the source of our existence. In my opinion, | think that if we
gravitated back towards some of the cultural ideals promulgated by
indigenous people, our world would certainly be o better place on
many levels. Perhaps we may be able to sove it before we ultimately
destroy it.

+ lunderstand that you experience many of these ancient
" processes yourself: do you find that this helps you to understand
the rituals and ceremonies?
As a writer and anthropologist, you really can't understand the
transformative and bodily experiences of tattooing unless you undergo
the traditional processes themselves. And | wouldn't be true to the
words | write unless | actively participated in these painful rituals.

Perhaps you can imagine what o hand-tapped tattao feels like by
reading someone else's written account, but unless you experience it
for yourself on a personal level, | 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
spiritual thing, and handwork has a deeper soul to me, o real raotedness
to the purest form of tattooing tradition. [t is more meaningful and also
beautiful, becouse there is nathing that is artificial about it.

¢ You have written extensively on various tribes and indigenous
~people before: do you feel these processes need to be put into
books befare they are lost forever?
[ would hape that my writing has made people around the world aware
that many tattoo cultures are disappearing NOW, and that they need to
be documented. In some cases, the tribes themselves are endangered,

not just their tattooing traditions. Also, | think many of the tribes [ have

spent quality time with are not known to many people, so just educating
readers about their existence has to be a very positive thing.

¢ I'believe your first tattoo was from the last tattoo master,
 Whang-0d? This must have been a very special moment, not
only to get your first tattoo, but also getting the tattoo from an
almast extinct lineage of tattoo masters?
Actually, no. Whang-0d’s tattoo was like, number six! | was tattooed
ten years before that time. | have over a dozen tattoos in all and |
also wear approximately one-thousand razor-cut and knife-cut scars
across my body that | received around the tribal world. Regarding
my tattoos, [ have been hand-tapped with needles (Borneo), thorns
(Philippines), and nails (Indonesia). Other tattoos were pricked-in with
iron rods (Thailand) or palm thorns (Brazilian Amazon), and still more
with electric machines. Recently, my friend Calin Dale of Skin & Bane

(Copenhagen) gave me my first skin-stitched tattoo on my thigh; this
technique was made famous by the peoples of the Arctic, like the Inuit.
This design consists of a series of 20 whale fluke tails comprised of
250 individual stitches that took three hours to complete. | chose the
whale flukes because these are a traditional design in the Arctic - the
place where | started my tattoo research some 15 years ago.

One of my favourite and most memorable tattaos was my first hand-
tapped piece: the bunga terong shoulder tattoo, which | received among
the Iban people in Sarawak (Malaysion Borneo) in 2002. The tattoo is
an Iban rosette design and rests on my left shoulder. Each petal of the
“flower” represents one degree of patience one is supposed to carry
with him during his lifetime, and the inner whirlis a fertility or virility
device derived from the underbelly of a tadpole.

Between the outlining and fill, this tattoo took about 4%z hours. |

was extremely patient lying on the floorboards of that longhouse

as my shoulder was hammered for several hours in the moist jungle
heat. But the worst part was that the lighting we arranged (a car
battery attached to floodlights as there is no electricity in the jungle!)
attracted every large flying insect that evening. For over four hours
bugs would hit the lamps then fall down directly on my bare skin (I only
had shorts an) and crawl all over (and into) my body orifices. It was like
torture, like thousands of prickly legs crawling across your skin in every
direction as the tattoo was hammered home hour after hour! { will never

_ forget that experience - NEVER!

t In the book, you chronicle many of the most widely used motifs of
/" the Kalinga. Were these descriptions hard to come by?

What is unique about the Kalinga, and let’s say the Naga of India and
the Dayak tribes of Borneo, is that they have preserved so much of
their knowledge regarding their ancient tattooing traditions. The
difficulty was that nearly every valley and district seemingly has a
different dialect so sometimes it was difficult to interpret the motifs.
However, there is a fair degree of overlap, but then again, sometimes
the differences are quite distinct. When | was writing this aspect of
the book, | was very careful not to make any big umbrello statements
that certain motifs were believed to hold the same meaning across the

entirety of Kalinga.

+ You have written a lot about the context/functions of Kalinga
/' tattoo, but have your own tattoos gained additional, individual
symbolism on your travels?
l usually consult with local elders to find the suitable design(s). This
process is important because you should know what the symbol means
before putting it an your body. Why, you may ask? | have seen many
kinds of tribal tattoos, especially those from Borneo and the Maaori,
which hove been inappropriately copied by Western outsiders. So if you
are going to mark your body with someone else’s symbols, you should at
least know what they represent and if they are appropriate, otherwise
they are kind of useless. In other words, THINK before you INK!

¢ Have you found that your work with these elders and tribes
"has increased the awareness and popularity of the ancient
tattooing processes?

I'd like to think that this was the case! | get a lot of fan mail telling me
that my research inspires people to learn more about our world and
the people that live in it, so | encourage them to get out there and do
their own research. There are still many more tattoo and scarification
cultures out there that need help in documenting their ancient body
modification traditions before they are lost. All you need is a camera
and a recorder or a notebook, and you can become your own tattoo
anthropologist. | can’t think of a better way to have a more meaningful
vacation or trip than ta share it with people who will genuinely be
interested in your questions about their permanent artistic traditions,
because after all, these cultural customs make them who they are.
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