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A conversation with ‘The Tattoo Hunter’

nthropologist Lars Krutak has spent the last 15 years

or so painstakingly researching and documenting

disappearing and endangered tattoo cultures around
the world. He works in the anthropology department at the
prestigious Smithsonian Museum in Washington DC but is often
to be found travelling to the far corners of the globe in search of
new material.

Lars’ career took an unexpected turn a couple of years ago when
he was approached to front a bold TV project called The Tattoo
Hunter. In‘the series, made by Discovery Channel, he
experienced for himself tribal tattoo and scarification rituals.
In this exclusive interview, Lars tells us about his work with the
world’s tattooed tribes and some of the extrordinary things he

went through making the TV series.
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Which came first for you — the anthropology
or your interest in tattoos?

I guess the anthropology came first but not by
very long. In the mid-90s I found myself in
college in Fairbanks, Alaska doing
anthropology but I had no idea what I was
actually going 1o study.

I didn't have any tattoos and no real interest in
the subject at that point. During the second
week on campus I ran into a woman who had
lines tattooed on her chin. 1 was fascinated by
them. I had no idea there was any kind of
mdigenous tattoo culture up there so | started
doing some research. [ ended up working with
the people of St Lawrence Island, off the coast
of Siberia, documenting their tattoo culture, It
15 part of the United States but the people are
really more Siberian than American. At the
time there were 12 women left with tattoos,
including one tattooist, all of them in their 80s
and 90s. They do a form of skin stitching to
create the marks and I wrote my masters thesis
on this.

You could have left it there, 1 guess, and
moved on to other anthropological themes,
What made you stick with tattooing?

[ began to realise that this sort of thing was
happening all around the world — important
tattoo cultures were disappearing all the time
Many of them had disappeared before anyone
realised it needed to be documented. 1t 1s often
only the elders who are tattooed and, in five or
ten years’ time, the tattoos will be gone
forever. 1 believe that we need (o lay this down
somewhere for future generations.

So I started applying for grants and doing odd
jobs 1o make money to fund more research
T'hen it morphed into creating my own website
and writing for websites such as The Vanishing
Tattoo and now, of course. I am working with
Edition Reuss to publish a series of books

There

must be so much preparation for a
research trip. You also spend quite a lot of
time ‘in the field’, don’t you?

I spend weeks at a time living in an arca, You
can never really do it in one trip either. The
first time I go to a place, it is to lay the
foundations. The second time there, 1 can
really do my in-depth work.

I have 10 build friendships and trust within the
communities | want to work with, because it is

ultimately their intellectual property that you

are after. I have to find a translator and a guide,

find out from whom to rent the right vehicle,
plan a route and so on. The right connections
are vital — for example, in India I work with
the president of the tourism association of
Nagaland. He is an indigenous Naga. This is
fantastic because when [ show up in a village
with him, he knows all the leaders and elders.
He can explain what I am doing and that 1 am
not just some random tourist

What else do you do to win the trust of a
community?

When 1 started my tattoo research back in the
1990s, 1 studied the Yupik people of Alaska
One of them said to me “Yeah, guys like you
just take and take and take from us and never
give anythmg back™, I've never forgotten that

and it’s always been my mantra to give
something in return for what they give me.

I find out what is really needed in a particular
area. In Nagaland, for example, | take lots of

old pairs of reading glasses or nail clippers anc
scissors — things that are really useful to them
but hard to get hold of

We are going back to the Philippines in
January with 40 copies of Edition Reuss’
Kalinga book and we will give a copy to every
village school to use in cultural heritage
projects. | wrote the book with two people
from the tribe and it will really help others
research their own culture and history, For me,
that is bringing the project to its completion. ..
full circle. I want to do that with every book 1
produce. [ have also made sure that all the
communities that were featured in the Tattoo

Hunter series have copies of the show too
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That brings us on to the TV project. How
did this come about?

Well, Discovery Channel found my website
and they approached me with the idea that they
take me on the road and film me doing what |
do. I was working on my PhD in rural Mexico
when I got the email and I honestly thought it
was some kind of joke! A TV producer wants
to film me living with indigenous people,
spending enough time with them 1o get
accepted and then getting tattooed by them io
experience their rituals. ... Yeah, it sounded
like a dream!

I imagine it took a lot of work on your part
for the tribes to allow an outsider in like
that.

Yes, il took some convincing. | had to prove
myself in some way to all of the tribes. I had 10
go hunting dangerous animals with them or go
through long initiation ceremonies, which
included maybe sleep deprivation or dancing
for days on end or consuming various potions!

What do you gain from actually getting
authentically tattooed or marked?

It is my personal view that one can’t write
about these practices in depth without having
gone through them. My words would be
hollow if' I hadn’t experienced the pain, the
smells, the sounds, the feelings. ..

Was there any point, in any of the
programmes, when you thought ‘I just can’t
do that™?

Not really, but the ritual in Papua New Guinea
was the most serious undertaking by far. It is
what makes boys into men in their community.
The people themselves had so many doubts
about me participating. They literally said to
me “You could die during this.” They had never
cut an outsider before. They were worried
about my skin not being suitable for the
cutting, or that my body not being able to take
the hundreds of cuts involved. So at first | was
just going to get a few cuts but then I'saw a 12
vear old boy go through the whole ritual and |
thought ‘Screw it! If he can do it, so can [’
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Alter the crocodile scarification ritual of thé Kaningara Tribe, Papua

New Guinea, Lars bites into a betel nut to sooth the pain

So talk us through some of what you went
though there...

Well, there is a lot that 1 am not permitted to
talk about because 1 took an oath not to reveal
certain things. Even the camera crew were not
allowed into the longhouse for several days
because there were secrel things going on, but
basically you are treated like a baby until you
have been through the actual initiation. You
wear just a loin cloth (like a diaper) and you sit
facing the wall. You are only allowed in some
parts of the longhouse. You are kept awake for
days and, even when you try to sleep, it is
almost impossible because of the mosquitoes.
{You are not allowed bug spray or nets). You
really go into some kind of trance-like state.

I thought it was such a brave series for the
channel to make. It showed some very
extreme situations that one wouldn’t
normally expect to see on TV, Were you
pleased with the end result?

Yes I was, because no one has ever tried to do
anything like it before and I think we pulled it
off with respect for the cultures with which we

were working. Everything we shot was real.
We allowed the tribes to show the world what
they wanted to show. You know, | was an
anthropologist before 1 was on TV and 1 will
be one long afterwards so | wanted to make a
series that would be valid and credible and
respected. | hope we achieved that.

Is it going to be released on DVD? It was on
such a minor channel here in the UK (Quest
TV). There are a few clips available on the
internet but it really needs to reach a wider
audience!

There are no plans to release it as far as Tam
aware and | really don’t know why. Thousands
of Facebook fans want to buy a copy!

Tribal tattoos, especially those from Borneo
and the Maori of New Zealand, get
appropriated and vsed in Western tattooing
so much. What are your thoughts on that?
Yes. | have seen female designs on men,
warriors’ design on Westerners, Maori designs
that depict someone’s family and ancestors
used as Western flash. I think non-indigenous
people can wear tribal-inspired tattoos but
people should conduct more research into what
they are getting.

And, of course, vou have tattoos from tribes
of which you are not a member.

Yes, and when 1 get tattooed or marked, 1 get
something appropriate for me. We consult with
the elders to make sure I get something that is
right and meaningful to me and my life. For
example, Hawaiian tattooist Keone Nunes gave
me a traveller's tattoo that he designed for me.
It has water and land and an animal element. It
has a protective meaning.

Did you ever feel you shouldn’t be getting
those tattoos or marks, even though they
were designed for you?

[ did have 1o think seriously about it. I actually
talked it over with Keone and he explained that
I am a sort of cultural ambassador for any
groups whose designs | wear. 1 am aiming to



Lars receiving a hand-tapped tattoo from the Mentawai shamans of Siberut Island, Indonesia

educate people outside those tribes about what
these tattoo symbols mean and how to use
them appropriately

What legacy are you left with from your
tribal tattoo experiences?

| feel emboldened by all my tattoos and
scarification

I'm not surprised, alter everything you went
through to get them!

When 1 look at them | feel a strength that 1
never had before. That is what it is all about,
Gaining knowledge and going through the
rituals gives you power and that 1s what the

indigenous people get from the tattoos as well.

Have you ever been tattooed in a studio or
by machine?

I have. My first tattoo was done by a friend of
mine in his studio in New Orleans. 1 was also
tattooed by a guy in Kosovo after the war. |
was working there as a democratisation
analyst. The tattoo machine was run from a
generator because they were sull rebuilding
after the war and didn’t have mains power, so
that was interesting. Those are my only two
machine tattoos. Everything else was done in a
long house, in the desert, by a river, in a hut..

I want to ask you about the hygiene aspect
of getting tattooed in such places...

We did address this in the series because it is
important for people to know that we 100k it
into consideration. For the scarification, we
took new razor blades with us. In Thailand, we
had a machinist make a tattooing tool for me.
In places where we had to re-use old tools
because it was impossible to make new ones,
or the ritual depended on an heirloom tool
being used, then [ would bring a chemical with
me that sterilises the instruments. The thing is,
because the tribes only tattoo each other, never
any outsiders, they do not really have
infectious discases within the community. So it

works both ways — I don’t want to be the one
1o take any infection to them.

We did the best we could. 1 see an infectious
diseases doctor before and after every trip and
I always have a clean bill of health so it must
be working! | never had any problems with
healing anything either. Sometimes we had 1o
do back-to-back trips because there are often
only small windows in the weather. So we
would fly from one location straight to
another. That gave my body no time to heal but
I never had any problems. That was one of the
reasons | got my chest done in Papua New
Guinea, not my back. It was painful enough
having 550 cuts in my chest but I knew 1 had
to fly for four days to Mozambique for the
next shoot and | thought having wounds on my
back might just be too much!

How does it feel to return home to the States
from a trip? Do you have a period of
re-adjustment?

I have been travelling for years so I am very
used to being away and coming home but
coming back from a very remote place does
make one appreciate what we have here

clean water coming out of a tap, electricity...

It really teaches one not to take so much for
granted,

I must admit that I wouldn’t be much good
on the kind of trips you do. I like my home
comforts too much. | would much rather
watch you do it on TV!

You have to have a really laid back demeanou
because you never know what is around the
corner. There is no point getting hyper about
anything as it will only make it worse. | guess
I have a lot of patience. You have to expect the
unexpected. As long as you do that, nothing
comes as a surprise!

LARS' WORK IN PRINT
Lars is currently working with German
publishing company Edition Reuss to produce
a series of high quality books on tribal
tattooing. The first, on the Kalinga of the
Philippines, is out now. Other volumes are
being planned and will include the seven
tattooing tribes of Borneo and the Naga
people of India, amongst others.

N e T vew | ey
'hf o T ravg

-urj

Lars’ website: www.larskrutak.com
Facebook:
www.facebook.com/tattoohunter(lars krutak)
Edition Reuss: www.editionreuss.de
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