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 Description of malu, a traditional Samoan female tattoo;

Responsibilities of the taupou or daughter of the highest chief of the

village; Historical background of tattooing in Samoa.  INSET: From Across

the Sea.

Peti's Malu
Traditions of Samoan Tattooing

The quick and rhythmic blows of the mallet are heard from the house where

seventeen-year-old Peti lies stretched on the floor in front of the

tattooist. Time after time the mallet lands on the tattooing comb, and

line after line is methodically etched into the girl's thigh. Peti moans,

her face twisted by pain, but she has no thought of giving up. Soon, she

will be rewarded for her courage. She will. be the carrier of a malu, a

traditional Samoan female tattoo, a body decoration that the daughters of

high Samoan chiefs have worn as far back as anyone can remember.

Peti's uncle sits by her head, brushing away the flies with a small fan

plaited of pandanus leaves. Her sister also watches intently.

"Congratulations on your work," the uncle says encouragingly to Suluape,

the tattooist. Without looking up from his task, Suluape answers, as

always: "Congratulations on your support."

Suluape is Samoa's best-known tufuga ta tatau, or tattooist. In spite of

his relative youth, he is the head of the clan of tattooists on the

island of Upolu.

The word tattoo, tatau in Samoan, is one of two that the European

languages have borrowed from Polynesia. (The other word is taboo.)

Historically, the art of tattooing was practiced all over the area. When

European explorers, such as Captain Cook and Bougainville, stepped

ashore, they were often met by islanders who were heavily tattooed. On

New Zealand, for example, the Maori tattooed their faces in curved and

spiral patterns. Likewise, the bodies of many males on the Marquesas

Islands were covered with tattoos from toes to forehead. It was not until

Cook and other seafarers after him brought home pictures, stories, and

even live people from the Pacific and Asia that; Europeans regained an

interest in this ancient art form. But tattooing was not unknown in

European history. The famous iceman who froze in the Alps some five

thousand years ago was tattooed.

On the Polynesian islands, the tattooing practices began to disappear

when missionaries converted the inhabitants to Christianity. One

exception to this rule was tradition-bound Samoa. There are places in

Polynesia--French Polynesia, for example--where tattooing is undergoing a

revival, but only on Samoa has the tradition remained unbroken over the

years.

 Both sexes must endure pain  

Congratulations on your work," Peti's uncle says again as he fans away

the flies. Suluape is now working on Peti's knee, the most painful part.

When he later begins to work on the thigh, the pain lessens and Peti can

relax somewhat.

Two assistants sit on the mat-covered floor beside Peti. They stretch out

the skin of her leg and regularly wipe off the dye so Suluape can see his

work. As apprentices, they hope to one day perform the craft of the

tattooist on their own. That day is still far away. It is a most

difficult art, which takes many years to master.

A number of tattooing combs of various sizes lie in an enamel bowl beside

Suluape. They are laid out with their wooden handles resting against the

rim of the bowl. The actual combs--thin, white plates of pig's tusks, the

lower edges of which have been filed into a row of sharp points--hang

outside in a neat semicircle. From time to time, Suluape dips the comb he

is working with into a black dye made of soot and water. With quick blows

of the long, rounded mallet, he drives the comb into the skin.

After a little more than two hours, the left thigh is at last finished

and Peti may rest for a while. She looks pale but pleased. The pattern

that Suluape has chosen for her consists of a ribbon below the knee and

another one up where the thigh ends. The space between has been tattooed

with thin lines and embellishments, some in the form of stars. The actual

malu, a rhombus, is tattooed behind the knee. The rest are just

adornments. Where this rhombic pattern comes from, and what its meaning

once was, nobody knows.

Formerly, it was mainly the taupou, or daughter of the highest chief of

the village, who was tattooed. She was the ceremonial virgin who prepared

the mildly narcotic kava drink at ceremonies and danced for village

guests. Nowadays, the wide network of Samoan family relations allows

almost anyone to claim a family connection to some chiefly title.

Therefore, it is no longer necessary to be the daughter of a high chief

to be tattooed. In fact, lately it has become quite popular among Samoan

women from all walks of life to carry a traditional malu.

In old-time Samoa, the majority of women were not tattooed. The male

tattoo, however, was obligatory, as it marked the transition from boyhood

to manhood. "The woman must bear children. The man must be tattooed,"

says one tattooing song. Both sexes must endure pain--the woman through

the laws of nature and the man through those of his culture.

Tattooing is certainly a longer, and therefore more painful, process for

Samoan men to endure. While the women only have their thighs tattooed,

the men are tattooed from the knees to slighly above the waistline in

front and on the back; only the skin of the private parts is left

unmarked. And while the female tattoo consists of thin lines, the male

tattoo features large areas that are completely filled in with black dye.

The female tattoo takes four to five hours to complete, but a male tattoo

takes three whole days to finish--if the tattooist works six to eight

hours per day, that is. Few men could endure such treatment. Normally a

group of them are tattooed at the same time. They take turns and keep

pace with each other so they can all finish on the same day. The work is

also often interrupted by the social duties of the participants, such as

village meetings, weddings, and funerals. Therefore, it may take as long

as one or two months to tattoo a group of ten to twelve men.

 Rite of passage  

A man with a full tattoo is called a sogaimiti and can carry his

indelible proof of courage with pride. A man without a tattoo is called a

pula u, "foul-tasting taro," and could formerly be subjected to ridicule.

(Taro is a tuber and the staple food of the Samoans.)

In part because Christian churches have opposed the practice, not every

male is tattooed today. Once it was even believed that Samoan tattooing

would eventually disappear. Although the custom is no longer mandatory,

it has in recent decades again become very popular. The people's

attitudes have remained much the same--a tattoo is still a source of

pride among Samoans. Therefore, a tattooed man tends to go without a

shirt. When he sits cross-legged on the floor, he lets his loincloth slip

up his thighs so everybody can see his tattoo. At village meetings and

ceremonies, one can see how the young men who serve the chiefs often draw

up their loin-cloths so that their tattooed thighs become visible. And

when they dance, they try to expose as much of themselves as possible

without going beyond the limits of decency.

In the old days, they did not need to use such tricks to reveal the body

art. Then, men dressed only in a piece of bark cloth that hid the sexual

organs and their tattoos could be seen and admired by all. Jacob

Roggeveen, the Dutch explorer who in 1722 was the first European to sight

Samoa but who never stepped ashore, reported home that the Samoan men

wore trousers. Seen from a distance, their tattoo is not unlike a pair of

short, black pants.

In Samoan the male tattoo is called a pe'a, which is also the word for a

flying fox, the only mammal native to the Samoan islands. Even if it is

not easy to see, the male tattoo is a stylistic representation of the

bat.

Below the black canoe, which crowns the tattoo on the back, there is a

small, black triangle called the "small flying fox." The curved lines in

front, which stretch down toward the navel, are the wings of the flying

fox. At the back of the thigh and in the hollow of the knee are a series

of lines called "the claws of the flying fox."

All male tattoos have this basic pattern. What differs between them are

the thin-lined adornments, which are made with the smallest of the

tattooing combs. Nobody knows nowadays why the Samoan male tattoo is a

stylistic representation of a flying fox. Perhaps it has something to do

with the traditional religion, in which each Samoan used to have an

animal as a protective spirit.

 Powers of the tattooist  

The tattooist is a highly respected person who is given royal treatment.

Addressed by a certain title and served first at meals, he is richly

rewarded for his work in the form of food, money, and mats. But the

tattooist is also much feared. When he is practicing his art, he holds

power over life and death. Those who hire him are anxious to treat him

well and not to appear stingy regarding payment for fear that he might

otherwise, through magic, hurt those being worked on.

Formerly, it was not unusual for people being tattooed to fall ill. The

magic powers of the tattooist were often thought to be the reason.

Nowadays, the tattooist gives each person he is working on penicillin

during the whole process, thereby avoiding infections.

Suluape is a modern tattooist who has modified the customs to suit his

own situation. He works as a teacher in the capital of Apia and receives

his tattooing customers in his own home after working hours.

Traditionally, a tattooist had to travel to the home of his clients and

stay there and be housed and fed by the family until the work was

finished.

When I visit Suluape he is on leave from his teaching job, having just

returned from a trip to the United States. There he had tattooed Samoans

living in California and Salt Lake City. He has been well paid. Outside

his house stands the proof of it--a shining new pickup with four-wheel

drive.

After four hours of almost continuous work, Peti's tattoo is finished.

Suluape completes his creation by cracking an egg over her head and then

anointing her tattooed legs with coconut oil and orange-colored turmeric.

The egg, like turmeric, is a symbol of life.

On Samoa, to be tattooed is a rite of passage in which the person passes

from one stage in life to another. As is the case with many such rites,

the customs surrounding the tattooing process include elements of death

and rebirth. These elements used to be more evident in the past. Then the

family members were not allowed to wash; cut their hair, beards, or

fingernails; or prune the garden around the house as long as one or more

of them were being tattooed. Since the work could go on for months, the

garden eventually became overgrown. When the tattooist finally finished,

the people could again wash and shave and cut the grass and bushes around

the house, and the rebirth could be seen by all.

Nowadays, the cracking of the egg and the anointing with oil and turmeric

are all that remain of these rites. But this does not make Peti look less

happy or less reborn, and she carries her brand-new malu with great

pride.

PHOTO (COLOR): Left: Close-up of Peti's newly tattooed thighs Above: Peti

being tattooed. Suluape uses a tattooing comb as his assistants stretch

the girl's skin.

PHOTO (COLOR): Tattooing combs lying in a bowl.

PHOTO (COLOR): A tattooed man stands on a cliff above the sea. At least a

third of his body is decorated.

PHOTO (COLOR): Boys washing a young man during the tattooing process.

PHOTO (COLOR): A naked man reveals his decorated buttocks, legs, and back

to the photographer.

PHOTO (COLOR): Right: A newly tattooed man shows a partially completed

design on his stomach and sides. Below: Close-up of Peti's malu, a

rhombus being tattooed behind her knee.

PHOTO (COLOR): Suluape cracks an egg over the head of the newly tattooed

girl in a ceremonial finish to the process.
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From Across the Sea
As with so many other Samoan traditions, tattooing customs are surrounded

by myths and legends. In these myths it is told that the art of tattooing

was brought from Fiji to Samoa by twin sisters. They swam across the sea,

and since it was the women who were tattooed on Fiji, they sang during

their journey: "We shall tattoo the women but not the men."

But when the sisters approached the westernmost cape of Samoa, they

spotted a giant clam on the reef. They dived for it, and in the

excitement they confused the words of the song. Instead, they now sang:

"We shall tattoo the men but not the women."

So, according to the myth, that is how tattoos were brought to Samoa,

where they became an obligatory male attribute.

--Anders Ryman

