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Tattoo COLOR, Tattoo HONOR :
Traditional Tattoos in Taiwan and Thailand
15 July - 27 October 2019
10 am - 6 pm
Free entry (Closed Mondays)
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“Tattoo COLOR, Tattoo HONOR: Traditional
Tattoos in Taiwan and Thailand” exhibition is
a partnership between Museum Siam, the National
Discovery Museum Institute (NDMI) and National
Taiwan Museum (NTM) which illustrates stories
about two of Taiwan’s indigenous peoples which
are far apart in distance, language, history and
society but share some interesting similarities.
In this exhibition, visitors can learn about Paiwan
and Atayal tribes of Taiwan and Lao Phung Dum
in Thailand as well as their tattooing traditions,
beliefs, pain, bravery and identity, something that
the two tribes share.

In a contemporary context, traditional tattoo
culture in indigenous tribes has existed for a long
time, but has also gone through some challenging
phases of being frowned upon and resisted against
from the government. The peoples have had to
fight for their culture’s identity, and today, tribal
tattoos are recognized as cultural heritage and
has been revived, preserved, promoted and elevated
by the new generation who comes from those
cultures. This topic helps us understand cultural
differences and diversity, and paves way for many
other possibilities.

Museum Siam, the National Discovery Museum
Institute (NDMI) would like to thank all Lao Phung
Dum people and tattoo masters, the National
Taiwan Museum, tattoo artists, performers, the
Council of Indigenous People, and Taipei Economic
and Cultural Office in Thailand for their support,
knowledge, and tireless efforts in educating the
public on this occasion.

Rames Promyen
Director of National Discovery Museum Institute
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National Taiwan Museum (NTM) is honored
to have signed a MoU with Museum Siam during
September 2018, as we both have high expectations
for a long-term relationship. NTM is happy to
come and exhibit “Tattoo COLOR Tattoo HONOR”,
this is a great chance to share with Thailand how
Taiwan’s indigenous peoples with tattooing traditions
rediscover their roots.

NTM, established in 1908, has the longest
history among Taiwan’s natural history museums,
and has the most extensive collection concerning
the indigenous peoples of Taiwan. As such, it is
our mission to become a platform of communication
between ethnic groups.

This international exhibition has a unigue point,
we invite tribes to show the results of field research
and oral history documentaries, with two Taiwanese
indigenous groups playing an important role:
the first is Angusan Palivulj of the Paiwan group,
who is also the village chief of Nanhe village,
located in the Laiyi Township of Pingtung; the other
is one of the founding persons of the Atayal group’s
Lihang Workshop, Baunay Watan. They have both
put in immense effort concerning the preservation
and documentation of Taiwan’s precious indigenous
traditions on the verge of being lost, and we
admire them.

We hope that, through this exhibition, we can
encourage visitors to appreciate the culture of
different ethnic groups, and fulfill the mission for
modern museums to push forward equality, respect
between cultures, and comprehensive social
education.

Shih-yu Hung
Director of National Taiwan Museum
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Tattoo COLOR, Tattoo HONOR
Traditional Tattoos in Taiwan and Thailand

This exhibition is a result of a collaboration between the Museum

Siam, the National Discovery Museum Institute (NDMI), and the

National Taiwan Museum presenting body tattoos of Atayal and

Paiwan ethnic groups in Taiwan as well as, leg tattoos of Thai
people in northern Thailand.

This exhibition presents stories about tattooing, tattoo tools,

ethnic arts, photographs, legends and documentaries. Tattoo
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culture in both countries share similarities and differences.
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Whether they are pain, joy, victory, or bravery, tattoos can be
symbol and representation of them. Tattoos represent personhood
as well as collective history. Today, these tattoos are waiting to
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be brought back and passed on by the new generation.
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Tracing The Step of Tattoos

Tattoos, whether they are Letters or numbers,
are part of ancient cultures for a long time and
can be traced back to 5,000 years. One of the
important evidences of tattoos in ancient times is
the discovery of a prehistoric man in the Aletsch
Glacier, Switzerland, who had been preserved in
ice for 5,300 years. He had tattoos on his back
and ankles. Tattoos are also found on the body
of mummies from Egypt.

Why did people get tattoos in the ancient
times? Was it due to tradition, a symbol of brav-
ery, an act of superstition, some sort of power
expression, or a form of art? We do not exactly
know. Let us take a look at what ancient tattoos
reflect and what they mean for us today.
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What are Tattoos?

By definition, tattooing is to pass a needle under the skin. There are many methods and purposes.
The needle is dipped into ink or oil and perforated skin to deposit pigment into it. That forms Letters,
symbols, or designs onto skin. There are two types of tattooing: ink and oil.
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Tattoo Culture

Body tattoos have long been part of human cultures and played
significant roles. They can have similar or different meanings across
cultures.

The Maori of New Zealand and the Ainu of Japan believed that
tattoos could protect their youthfulness and energy. €gyptian
mummies had tattoos which were expressive, elaborate, and colorful,
while the Aztec and the Mayan in Mexico used tattoos to show
their status and badges of honor. The Greek would be tattooed as
a way of relaying secret messages through enemy Llines. Thai
people in the past would get tattoos for supernatural powers, to
express their status, and to tell to whom they belonged (sak lek).
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Thai People and Tattoos Designs : Yantra Tattoos and Ervant Tattoos

Du Royaume de Siam by Simon de la Loubére documents that arm and leg tattoos were symbols
of great honor. The King would get tattoos from his feet up to the navel, while noblemen also got
tattoos to prove their bravery and patience.

Khun Chang Khun Phaen, a classic Thai folk tale, also mentions that Thai men having yantra
tattoos, animal tattoos, and holy letter tattoos to ward off evil and be invincible. Sak lek tattoos were
marked on servants’ wrists to show in what organization they were. There is no clear evidence where
the history of tattoos in Thailand began. However, these documents and folk tales show that it dates
back to the Ayutthaya Era as early as the sixteenth century.
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Legends of Design Tattoos

Tattoos in Thailand were influenced by the
people of Tai Yai, Sib Song Panna and Sib Song
Chu Tai (Tai Noi). There is a legend telling that
after the Buddha passed away and then was
cremated his relics were dispersed to various
stupas. Nonetheless, the King of Yunnan, Nong
Sae and Sib Song Chu Tai did not receive them.
He brought back the Buddha’s ashes and wished
for the ashes to immerse into his skin. Due to the
ashes’ power, he became extremely powerful.
This is why the Tai people tattooed black ink on
their bodies. (Source: Pairot Samosorn. 1980.
55-56)

The local belief maintaining that tattoos can
make one become invincible is the belief that
interwoven with this Buddhist legend about holy
ashes.
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Tattoo Culture in Thailand

Tattooing is an evolving culture in Thailand. Sak yant or yantra
tattoos is not just for the sake of invincibility. It is also believed to
bring charm and success in business. Sak lek has disappeared from
Thailand after a new law was introduced. Art tattoos have become
widely popular and a lucrative business. Traditional tattoos still
exist to pass on the idea of bravery from generations to generations.

In the past, tattoos used to be a symbol of various groups of
people, and the government identified people by their tattoos. For
instance, those who had tattoos from their knee up but not on the
stomach were called Lao Phung Khao (white-bellied Lao), while
those who had tattoos from the legs up to their waists were known
as Lao Phung Dum (black-bellied Lao).
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Who were Lao Phung Khao and Lao Phung Dum?

“Lao” was a word that traditional Siamese people used to generally call those living in today’s
northern and northeastern parts of Thailand as well as people in Vientiane, and Louangphrabang.
These “Lao” people were categorized in terms of their physical appearances, which were referred
by tattoos on their legs and bellies. Lao Phung Khao and Lao Phung Dum were not ethnic category,
but groups of people in different areas.

Lao Phung Khao were those who had tattoos from their knee up but not on the stomach. They
were Lan Chang people from Louangphrabang, Vientiane, and Northeastern Thailand.

Lao Phung Dum were those who had tattoos from the legs up to their waists. They were Lanna

people in Northern Thailand.
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Legend of Leg and Belly Tattoos

Legend has it that there was a woman Lliving deep in a forest up on a mountain called Doi
Mui Mueang, where a white tiger king resided. The woman became thirsty while she was Looking
for food in the forest, and so she drank water from the tiger king’s footprint. That water was
the tiger’s urine. She then became pregnant and gave birth to a baby girl. When the girl grew
up, she kept asking who her father was, and eventually, her mother told her that her father
was the white tiger king, living on the mountain. The girl searched for her father, and when the
tiger found out that she was his own daughter, he let her stayed in a cave on the mountain.

Not far from the forest, there was a city called Ting Jaradit. The king’s daughter loved
boat racing. One day, she entered a competition, but it was very stormy, and she was swept
away in the river currents. Indra transformed into a fisherman to save her, and took her to
stay with a hermit at a riverside ashram.

One day, son of the naga who ruled the underwater world came up to the human world.
He walked past the ashram and saw the girl, and fell in love with her. He asked her to marry
him and they moved to the underwater world together. They had one son together, and when
the boy grew up, he ventured out one day and got lost. He found himself on Doi Mung Mueang
and fell in love with the white tiger king’s daughter. When the tiger came home, he fought the
man, and the man proved himself to be quite powerful. The white tiger king then agreed to let
his daughter marry this man, and the couple had many children together.
Descendants of the tiger and naga families are known as the Tai people. When they are 15-16
years old, they would get naga or tiger tattoos on their Legs to represent their ethnic group.
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Popular Leg Tattoo Designs

Tattoos are used to express
manhood, bravery and patience
as the person has voluntarily
gone through excruciating pains.
Lanna people’s leg tattoo designs
include mice, clouds, wind,
weaver birds, vultures, lions,
bats, civets, painted storks, tigers,
elephants, monkeys and Hanuman.

Also popular are flowers,
mom (a mythical creature) and
lions, and peacocks in a zigzag
line around the waist.
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Types of Leg Tattoos

“Those with long tattoos are ready to start a family. Those with short tattoos can provide for
their family.”

Leg tattoos and ink tattoos are different in how they are done.

Muek kha tan (solid leg tattoo) is solid black tattoos that fill the entire legs.

Muek kha lai (patterned tattoo) is animal tattoo in a frame, revealing some original skin.

Muek kha yao (long tattoo) is done from the waist down to mid-calves.

Muek kha kom (short tattoo) is done from the waist down to the thighs.
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Upper Half Tattoos and Lower Half Tattoos

Upper half tattoos are done from the waist up to the arms and head. It is known as sak ya kham
(for invincibility) and sak piya (for charm). Bottom half tattoos are done from the waist down and
are known as sak kha lai and sak kham kheaw (to protect from venomous animals)

Sak ya kham, sak piya and sak kham kheaw use soot ink mixed with animal bile, herbs and holy
minerals to tattoo letters, yantra or animals. There is chanting in the process of tattooing.

Sak kha lai and other animal tattoos in a frame from the waist down do not require chanting or holy
ingredients. They are for the purpose of proving patience, bravery and manhood.




adnataanniduuazuiin

N

adelusna wilndndeulfiodaln (niiu) way
Ausind fyiwdeu viafdanseAiv auliniindaiy
Wutiunaziaiwas fdndazdaelininidutauas
Fudnfomlles widaquuddndniean siadume
Ayvuunliudniad niinduunu

Wudnvdedu deulddw < Au Asdanadu
tndivar @ 3 dssnuiuiu o 3 1dngUdnd
ow v tdne v 3 Usznudwdy ow § RadnTy
L@3ane9926157 anAuLAULe §u oo AU du
i tdany & Fdsznududu oo 8 dnluiiu
aeanevizglnn uaspudnaraziBuauinauy
Asnilawandsnszung Bradszndainanlunisdn

LazAAAIALLELLIA

Patterns from Needle and Ink

In the past, ink was made from soot mixed
with bear bile, snake bile, and bull bile. They
would be mixed together to get the proper
consistency. Animal bile gives a dark color and
penetrate well into the skin. Today, animal bile is
rare and expensive, so that people use chemical
ink and Chinese ink instead.

Tattoo needles are known as sam. €ight-tip
needles are commonly used. They have four tips
on each side, and two sides are put together.
They are used for animal designs. Twelve-tip
needles, consisting of two six-tip parts, are used
to make the process faster and less painful.
Sixteen-tip needles are two eight-tip parts, used
for designs that do not have too much detailed,
but the image will be quite dense in black, as if
painted with black ink. It takes a shorter time and
reduces the pain.
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Pain must be endured

The pain from leg tattooing, according to those who have been through it, is excruciating. Some
cannot stand the pain and give up, while some even die during the process.
Smoking or eating opium was one way to alleviate the pain. Opium also helps reducing bleeding.
Some say they got their leg tattoos because their parents asked them to do so, and it was their
duty to take the pain to show gratitude to their parents. Some say they had to ensure the pain and
suffering to prove their bravery and patience, which can attract women.
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Tattooing Ritual

Leg tattooing is a tradition. No herbs and minerals are used, and there is no chanting involves.

Before the tattooing takes place, a ritual is needed. A tribute bowl containing betel, betel Lleaves, tobacco,
and money is required for this ritual. The amount of money depends on the detail and design of the tattoo,
and how much time it requires.

After the tattoo is done, the tattoo master will ask the person to eat rice, chili, and salt and drink water.
He then ties a white thread around tattooed person’s wrist to conclude the ritual.
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Tattoos in Today’s World

Lanna’s leg tattooing tradition has been
around for hundreds of years. After World War
11, it began to fade from the Lanna people, leaving
only elders with old tattoos on their body.

Tattoos in the past are based more on beliefs,
while modern people see tattoos as fashion.
Modern tools are more hygienic and not as painful.
Getting leg tattoos requires a high Llevel of pain
threshold and it takes a long time. This is why it
was considered a way of proving one’s strength
in the past. Today, however, there is no need to
do so. Therefore, leg tattoos are fading away.
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Before Leg Tattoos Fade

Leg tattoos are fading away from Lanna
culture. There remains only on elders who have
been tattooed since they were young. Now that
these elders are in their 80s-90s, there is no
tattoo master around to pass on this tradition.
Modern people also do not like traditional leg
tattoos; they prefer fashionable ones.

Up in the hills, Tai Yai people and Karen
people still keep alive their leg tattooing tradition
from the past, passing it on to the next generations.
They want to preserve this unique tradition and
not Llet this proud signature become just a faded
reminder of a time in the past.
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Keeping Alive Leg Tattooing Tradition

Leg tattooing is one of Lanna traditions that
is fading away. However, there are efforts to keep
it alive by a group of people who want to pass on
this tradition that is important to their ethnic
group.

Phra Maha Supachai Chayasuppo of Wat Suan
Dok at Chiang Mai Province, Sarawut Waewngam
who is a fashion tattoo artist, and their group
recognize the value of Lanna leg tattooing
tradition and have been studying methods and
meanings. They have spread the knowledge among
ethnic groups and provided tattooing tools for
local tattoo masters in order to preserve this
cultural heritage.

In addition to their efforts to pass on the leg
tattooing tradition, there are also people who
adapt the designs of traditional leg tattoos on
commercial products to keep alive this ethnic
tradition.
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Tattooed Taiwan

These are the stories of peoples with tattooing traditions. They faced the disappearance of this
heritage. These peoples with tattoos on their bodies who came from Taiwan, an island of southeast Asia,
were among Taiwan’s earliest inhabitants. Today, their numbers are low in comparison to the ethnic

Han Chinese population. However, they possess a unique culture.

In the recent 100 years, these peoples almost completely lost their tattooing traditions.
After overcoming many obstacles, they are slowly reviving these traditions. This is the story of how
Taiwan’s tattooing peoples are reviving their traditions
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The Origin of Humans

Long ago there were no people, until one day a male and a female emerged from a boulder.
As the land was so vast, they felt lonely and wished for more people to join them. However, as their
affection for each other was like that of brother and sister they were not able to have children.

One day, the female had an idea. She made her face dark and changed her appearance.
Finally, they became husband and wife. In this way, humans were born into the world and had facial tattoos.
(The Origin of Humans based on an Ancient Atayal Legend)
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gnaglvdniuseednuuniin
An Atayal man with facial tattoos (1903)

wijyanrnlyivenAusaadnuuntin
A young Atayal woman with facial tattoos (1906)

Face and Body: Taiwan’s Two Main

Tattooing Systems

Among Taiwan’s tattooing peoples, some
tattooed their faces and some their bodies. No
matter if on the face or body, tattoos represented
pride and honor.

The peoples who practiced facial tattooing
mainly lived in northern Taiwan. They placed
importance on individual ability and respected
men who were brave warriors and women who
were skilled weavers. They are the Atayal tribe.

The peoples who practiced body tattooing
mainly lived in southern Taiwan. They believed it
was important to uphold family honor. Only those
of certain status or position could be tattooed.
They are the Paiwan tribe.

During the first half of the 20" century, when
Taiwan was occupied by Japan (1895-1945),
indigenous tattooing traditions were considered
“uncivilized” and banned. Many people had their
tattoos forcibly removed by surgery. There were
also people who continued tattooing in secret.
In recent years, the stigma of tattooing has waned
and traditional tattoos are now considered
important cultural heritage.

el TUAUSEEFNUUINE
A Paiwan male with body tattoos (1905)

nvarMliuiusaadnuuils
A Paiwan female with hand tattoos (1905)
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Imprint of Rainbow

In Atayal legend, only those with facial tattoos can cross the rainbow bridge after death to reach
the spirit world and join the ancestors.

To receive facial tattoos, a male had to prove his bravery as a hunter, by bringing back a wild
boar or other large animal, or as a warrior, by bringing back the head of an enemy A female had to
prove that she was diligent and competent through weaving and growing of crops.

Once a person’s face was tattooed, he/she was considered a true Atayal.

soadnuuluntigau laudud iney AR uLivend vaday landu
The Facial Tattoo People by Anli Ganu, National Taiwan Museum of Fine Arts
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Gendered Tattoo: Atayal

There are three main types of traditional Atayal tattoo patterns: the pattern that is tattooed down
the center of the forehead, the pattern that is tattooed down the chin and the pattern that is tattooed
around the mouth and along the cheeks extending toward the ears.

Both men and women were tattooed down the center of the forehead. Only adult males who had
brought back the head of an enemy could be tattooed on the chin. The most complicated patterns,
resembling beautiful rainbows, were exclusively for females.



Aatlurnsdnnnasvinnisdn
An Atayal tattoo master at work (1915)

Hvdsiuseadnuunti amlag 11 wianeau frnafusoudnuuntin nawlae i waneu
Atayal women with facial tattoos An Atayal man with facial tattoo
Photo Credit: Mao-yuan Gao Photo Credit: Baunay Watan
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Engraving Prestige

for the Paiwan, tattoos are a symbol of
honor and status. Tattoo patterns, like patterns
on clothing and carvings, represent an individual’s
social status and position in the community.

Traditionally, only the chieftain and members
of the chieftain’s family were entitled to receive
tattoos of certain patterns. Commoners had to
obtain permission from the chieftain to be tattooed.
If someone received tattoos who was not entitled
to them, he or she would be disciplined and
rejected by the tribe.

Aafurnsdnaadluiulufurnisssfl vo
A Paiwan tattoo master at work, early 20" Century.
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Gendered Tattoo: Paiwan

Paiwan males were tattooed on the upper
body including chest, back and arms. Paiwan
females were tattooed on the backs of their hands.
Paiwan tattoos were taken very seriously as they
would remain on the body for a lifetime. Tattoo
patterns represented social status, responsibility
and honor. Therefore, the tattooing process was
carried out very carefully. No matter for males
or females, tattoo patterns were decided based
on an individual’s position in the social hierarchy.

Contemporary wood Carvings by Zhuang Tai-ji
(Aikinu)
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Paiwan elders with hand tattoos
Photo Credit: Angusan Palivulj

anednuuingmnde
fFemale hand tattoo patterns

AMANUUIINTLE T (HIUNAY) aednUusenTagae (Auniin)
Aatlu: Holvivin Aatlu: #Holvivia
Male body tattoo patterns (back) Male body tattoo patterns (front)

Illustration by Cudjuy Patjidres Illustration by Cudjuy Patjidres
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Rainbow Memories: Visiting Tattooed Atayal €lders (short film)

Atayal cultural worker Baunay Watan has recorded the memories of the tattooing process of
Atayal elders with facial tattoos in northern Taiwan.
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Engraving Prestige: Memories of Hand Tattoos of the Paiwan in Laiyi (short film)

In 2013, a young man, Angusan Palivulj, who is from the Paiwan tribe, decided to visit the elders with
tattooed hands in the township where he lives and record their stories. This film presents their life stories.
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Image from My Dreams: The Story of Tattoo Artist Cudjuy Patjidres (short film)

“I feel that as a tattoo artist, I have personally experienced and now better understand traditional
tattooing culture.” This is a quote by Cudjuy Patjidres, a contemporary Paiwan tattoo artist. In this
film he describes his cultural experiences related to tattooing.
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