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transform themselves into a specific legendary sea creature.
Laotian trouser tattoos comprise a magical net of lozenges
and rectangles, making the bearer invulnerable. The lozenge
additionally symbolised the female genitals, and thus denoted
fertility, revitalisation and life itself. Many designs incorporated
in Laotian trouser tattoos alluded to sexuality. For example,
according to Laotian mythology, Pha-nha-soun bewitches
young girls, who see him in dreams shortly before their first
menstruation. His tattoo is a stylised representation of a penis
with a tuft of horsehair on the glans. This tattoo, worn as an
amulet below the waist, is still popular in Thailand, where it is
believed to protect men from bullets and daggers.
Laotian and Burmese trouser tattoos often had borders of
medallions featuring animals and plants. The representations
strongly resemble the decorations found on Chinese Han Dynasty
artefacts that probably served as incense burners. Along the lower
edge of these containers are representations of animals, mostly
mythical, in various attitudes, such as hunting or sitting. Above
this border are undulating lines, which also resemble those of
Laotian tattoos. These lines represent mountains separating the

carthly and heavenly realms.

Heavenly beings and monstrous mythical creatures
Southeast Asian tattoos are not limited to the lower body. In

Burma, the body was traditionally divided into twelve areas, each
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with its own tattoos, most with a magical function. Hindu gods,
Buddhas and other sacred figures were usually tattooed on the
chest, back or arms, seldom on the stomach or lower body. For
example, a shaven head or the back were appropriate locations

for one of the various Buddhas, each having its own magical
attributes. Depictions of animals were tattooed on the ears, throat,
shoulders and lower and upper arms: apes, peacocks, parrots, bats,

cats, vultures, tigers and monstrous mythical creatures like the

rakshasas, evil spirits that could change their appearance, though

they usually took the form of a dog or a vulture.

The most important Laotian mythical creatures were the mom,
bizarre beings whose forms were determined by the space
available for the tattoo, and the half-man, half-hawk khout. This
is the Thai equivalent of the Chinese dragon that guards the
eastern heavens (the Niga dragon guards the west, Rakshasas

the south, and Ixan, the elephant, the north). Especially popular
among young Burmese was an image of belu, a devil or evil spirit
that symbolised fertility, aggression and brute force. Animals and
devils were always surrounded by an oval outline of letters from
the Burmese alphabet, sometimes forming a secret message. The
animals could also be composed of letters. Belus, tigers and lions
were applied to the hips, sometimes with daggers in their mouths.

The pubic area was the ideal location for a peacock or gecko,

symbols of lust. The soles of the feet and the palms of the hands
were spared due to contagion taboos associated with the two
dominant faiths in this region, Hinduism and Buddhism. There
was a pervasive belief that a tattoo’s magical powers would
disappear upon contact with unclean material, such as offal or
human waste. Only the mountain peoples of Burma, Vietnam,
Laos and Cambodia tattooed their faces. Nonetheless, for a period
it was fashionable for young Burmese to wear subtle love spots
between the eyes or on the lips. These allegedly exerted magical
powers of attraction on the opposite sex.

The inhabitants of Shan, the border region between Burma and
Laos, were even more extensively tattooed than the Burmese. The
Palaung tattooed their lower body to below the calf, and sunrays
decorated the back and front of the body from the waist to the

neck. Magical squares, rectangles and trigrams containing secret
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the shaman, tambalan. It was believed that tambalans could control
supernatural forces with spells. These provided protection against
misfortune and evil, and could bring good fortune. The spells
were not written in secret signs but in Latin. Believers wore them
in a small bag around the neck, or tattooed a concise version on
the body. A strict protocol applied when the spell was tattooed: it
could only be performed by a tambalan on a Friday, and only after
the recipient had recited Catholic prayers and offered sacrifices on
the seven preceding Fridays. This is a remarkable example of the
melding of customs from two cultures. The tambalan abbreviated
the lengthy Latin spells by tattooing only the first letter of each
word. The letters were placed below each other and crosses
marked the beginning and end. Tattooed spells against accidents,
snakebites and witchcraft were much in demand, as were spells

that charmed women.

As their name suggests, the Negrito, the Philippines’ most ancient
inhabitants, are dark-skinned. They live in the mountain forests of
Luzon, Mindanao and elsewhere, and decorated themselves with
scar tattoos until very recently. Most Filipinos are light-skinned
Malays. Tattooing was universal among these Malay tribes and
was closely associated with headhunting. Tattooing was practised
by the Pintado and Ilokano on the Bisaya Islands, the Igorot and
Tinguian on Luzon, and by many tribes on Mindanao. It still
occurs in mountainous and rural regions.

Men of the Bontoc, an Igorot tribe, could only be tattooed after
taking their first head. The Americans, whose first government in
the Philippines was established in 1898, prohibited this practice.
Until then, headhunting was a way to acquire status, settle
differences and appease ancestors. A warrior would display his
trophy on a pole outside his hut. The whole village would then
celebrate with a feast, worship their heroes and perform magical
dances in resistance to the spirits of the vanquished enemy. During
such festivities women could be tattooed on their arms and hands.
The Kalinga who live in the highlands of Luzon are a formidable
tribe. Because of their reputation, they were long able to

preserve their ethnic identity and traditional customs, including
headhunting. To them, it was the most effective way to resolve
external conflicts. Today, tattoos on men and women are purely
decorative, but this was not always so. Some older women still
bear the special tattoos they earned for transporting food for
warriors during headhunting expeditions. Killing men from
enemy tribes was the best way for a warrior to succeed within the
tribe, and the degree of success was indicated by tattoos. Ironically,
on having killed enough enemies, a warrior became eligible for the
function of peacemaker and intermediary.

Until the beginning of the twentieth century, the Manobo people
on Mindanao filed their teeth and blackened them by chewing the
ash of burnt bamboo mixed with a fungus. Boys and girls tattooed
their upper bodies, arms and legs with magnificent symmetrical

patterns admired by all - native and foreigner. Tattooing was
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BORNEO: INSPIRATION FOR NEW TRIBALISM

In contrast to the smaller island groups, Borneo maintains a
tattooing tradition. Tattooing is a part of daily life among the
coastal Iban (Sea Dayak), though the designs have changed. Many
men still have the traditional rosettes, but the new generation
prefer Chinese dragons, Asian girls, military symbols and other
foreign motifs. Historically, the Iban borrowed tattoo motifs
from other tribes and adapted them to their own taste. Iban
warriors tattooed themselves with images of animals and feared
or enigmatic phenomena. In the past, these were representations
of tigers, scorpions and crocodiles. During the Second World War,
images of aeroplanes were used, and in the 1960s, helicopters
appeared. This provides us with a unique insight into the

evolution of a lively tattoo culture.

Borneo’s interior is an impenetrable region suffused with danger.

The swamps, rivers and jungles teem with snakes, tigers and
hostile people, who the Europeans, at the time of their first
explorations, suspected of cannibalism and headhunting. Few
Westerners dared venture here, so descriptions of tattooing on
Borneo before 1900 are rare. This immense island swarms with
minor tribes living in the hills or along rivers. Tattooing was

practiced throughout Borneo, with each tribe preserving its

unique tradition. One particular style - that of the Kayan -

eventually prevailed among the larger tribes. The Kayan are the
creative force behind most modern tattoo designs, which they
spread among other tribes such as the Iban on the north coast and

the inland Kenyah.

Kayan woodblock stamps

The Kayan style owes its universality in part to the use of the
woodblock-stamp technique. The men of the tribe carved relief
patterns into blocks of wood, which could easily be transferred
onto the skin. These blocks were loaned, or taken from village to
village, where local tattooists used them as templates. Moreover,
the various tribes’ tattoo styles were alike because in the course of
longer trips men would collect tattoos as proof of their journeys,
similar in many ways to passport stamps today. Only friendly
tribes were visited because of the very real risk of losing one’s head
when visiting unknown areas. Headhunting was indeed a common
custom on the island, as the Europeans had suspected. For this
reason, tattoos belonging to and identifying specific tribes were

more readily seen on women, who were not targeted during raids.

Some smaller tribes such as the Bukat and Bekatan were heavily
tattooed. Large areas of their bodies were covered with dark
patches, the designs being formed by the lines of natural skin
colour between. Iban men were the most heavily tattooed of the
larger tribes. Designs were copied from other tribes, mainly the
Kayan, Kenyah and Bekatan. Even the typical Iban throat motif,
which they call katak (frogs) or ‘the thread of the spinning wheel’,
is an adaptation of a Bekatan motif. Kayan men - in contrast to
the heavily tattooed Iban - had no more than five designs on their
thighs and forearms. A design unique to them was the talisman
(lukut) on the wrists that prevented the soul from escaping the
body. The Kayan believed that if a man fell ill, it meant that his
soul had left his body; restored health signalled that the soul

had returned. A lukut bead was bound to the wrists with a thread
to prevent it escaping again. Later, a tattooed bracelet and bead
replaced it, ruling out accidental loss. This is a good example of

a specific tattoo motif originating as a temporary decoration, a

process that is probably at the root of many tattoo designs.

Dogs, rosettes and scorpions

Stylised depictions of dogs, scorpions or shrimps are the most
common motifs among the Kayan, Iban and Kenyah. These are the
names the inhabitants gave to the motifs; the animals themselves

have become so stylised that they are barely recognisable. The dog

left:

Iban man

Lukut designs

right column and
below:

Iban throat designs

103






