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attoo anthropologist Dr. Lars

Krutak is a real-life Indiana Jones

who has been hunting the vanish-
ing body modification traditions of indige-
nous peoples for over fifteen years. His
experiences have been shared in
the Tattoo Hunter series for the Discovery
Channel, and chronicled in countless arti-
cles and two books, Kalinga Tattoo:
Ancient and Modern Expressions of the
Tribal and The Tattooing Arts of Tribal
Women. In this interview, he discusses
some of his most important research and
bloodiest adventures.

MK: You've travelled so extensively and experienced so many
tattoo rituals yourself. What have been some of your greatest
memories?

LK: Living with and being scarified by the Kaningara of Papua
New Guinea was one of the most amazing experiences because |
was the first outsider to be modified in their ancient way. I was
told repeatedly, *You will die if you go through with it. because
your skin is not made for this ritual.” I can’t say that I enjoyed
the experience of receiving five-hundred-plus razor cut scars
across my chest. but it was a great test of the mind over the body
and [ felt energized after it.

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 nip-

ples are the eyes of the crocodile spirit, the nostrils are etched in
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around the navel. and the crocodile’s arms are cut into the
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shoulders and upper arms., The back cuts -_\m]m]iz" the tail
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and dorsal surfaces of the crocodile.

Young men are secluded in a special “spirit house™ for two

months before llu-} are cut. 'l'lu-‘\ must observe many taboos in
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the house and when they disobey they are whipped by elders. |
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was told that many men had died after the ritual because they

1

w
]
L]
L

4|

broke some of these taboos: “This ritual is not to be trifled
with,” one man said. The elders teach the “house ]..,}‘,” (as F 1T § 33—
they are called) all of the sacred knowledge they must master to

become “true men” in the eves of the community. During the
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seclusion. genealogies and secret chants are memorized and
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-[wu'iu] foods are [ll‘i']l;n’l'cl to soften the skin of the initiates.
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The house boys dance and sing for nights on end and once the
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day of the cutting arrives. everyone is extremely exhausted. |
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think these ritual activities have a purpo cause I didn’t
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feel the first fifty or so cuts because 1 was so tired. _: /
When the cutting is over, the ritual area where the scarifica- ;
tion took place resembles a battlefield: bloody rags, bloody

ll\]('kl"‘ llj. water i]l]ll I)(JUI‘ UI' ]H“llill] llII’lllI as fill‘ as llll' l'_\l'
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Krutak with a tattooed Kayal 4 kL ! i &
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Receiving a Kayabi tattoo.
Pholograph.courtesyf Pablo Durana
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Sak Yank tattoo received at
the Wat Bang Phra monastery,
Thailand

Most recently, you've added to your traditional tattoo col-
lection during your latest trip in Borneo. Tell us more
about that.

I was a guest speaker at the first annual Gathering of the
Tribes (January 14-16 2011) enltural expo in Kuching, which
brought together tribal performers from across Sarawak
(Malaysian Borneo), and also numerous international tat-
tooists. [ also managed to head out into the bush for four
weeks of tattoo research, which was incredible since it had
been nine years since my last trip. I documented some very
rare forms of tattooing, including those of the Sa’ban tribe,

which I have never encountered hefore anywhere. I also
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added one hand-tapped tattoo to my traditional collection,
but nearly stepped on a king cobra which scared the living
shit outta me!
Many of these rituals you've experienced were documented
on the TV series “Tattoo Hunter.” What was your experi-
ence like working on the show? While the show is seen
around the world. it didn’t seem to be promoted as heavily
in the US as compared to say “LA Ink.” What are your
thoughts on this?

“Tattoo Hunter” was really made for Discovery’s interna-
tional networks (the majority of the funding came from

there), since many of these channels were rebranded/renamed

a
Receiving a razor-cu {a
the Makonde of Mozambigue.
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in 2009-2010. And as you said, the series continues to air ers back in the Philippines. Kalinga Tattoo is a cultural treas-

across Europe., Asia, Africa and Australia. where it is quite ure that honors the almost forgotten history of one of the great
popular. We shot most of the series before the worldwide eco- tattooing cultures of our planet. It is now being used in tribal
nomic downtown, and because we were embedded in remote heritage and other educational projects.

locations for up to three weeks it was very expensive to make. Where can we find your books?

Discovery (or anyone else for that matter) will not produce alinga Tattoo: Ancient and Modern Expressions of the
another project like this for years to come because logistically Tribal and The Tattooing Arts of Tribal Women (2007) are
and financially it does not make sense. Today, networks may available at Amazon.com. But for signed copies and special

go to a “remote” location for five days (max) of filming, but book offers you can also contact me directly at

really you can’t get to know someone in such a short period of  bodymarks@larskrutak.com.
time. These forays are more of a novelty trip if anything else.  Beyond travel and tattoos, do you have other hobbies?

so that is why the storyline will always be about the host and I never have to time to watch TV unless it's “Antiques

not so much about the
culture or individuals
living there. That was
the lu'alll_\' of “Tattoo
Hunter.” it focused on
individuals. their life
stories and why tat-
tooing and body modi-
fication was so impor-
tant to them in their
own words.,

In one episode of
“Tattoo Hunter,” you
venture to the
Philippines to docu-
ment the tattoo ritu-
als of the Kalinga
people. Your exten-
sive research (and
photos) there have
also culminated into

a gorgeous 124-page

hardeover “Kalinga Fuﬂ‘ou. 5

What are some of the highlights

of the book?

I am not sure if the tattoo communi-
ty is ready for this book. because

they may have not heard of the
Kalinga or the other tattooing tribes

I work with. So one of the major
points of a book like this is to educate
the public about the existence of little-
known peoples and their remarkable
tattooing traditions, which will proba-

bly disappear in the next generation.

What is unique about the Kalinga, | always get me into trouble.

and. let’s say. the Naga of India and T e it is it you really want

the Dayak tribes of Borneo, is that they n— people to know about you?

have preserved so much of their knowledge regarding the There are still many more tattoo and scarification
ancient rituals surrounding tattooing. There are many other cultures out there that need help in documenting

regions in the world where tattoos are still worn by elders, but their ancient body modification traditions before they are
much of the traditional knowledge already has been lost. The lost. All you need is a camera, recorder or a notebook, and
imagery in this book is incredible and I attempted to write a you can become your own tattoo hunter!

story that would capture equally the imagination and attention

of the reader. Books like this do not come along very often, You can read more about Lars’ travels and tattoo research

typically becaunse they are very expensive to print. For the eld-  on wow.larskrutak.com.
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Roadshow™ or “Pawn Stars,” but

\ when I have some spare moments |
love playing Frishee golf or cards.

. and then there’s my Ultimate Frisbee

team, the Shaolin Subliminal, which
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