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town, few children progress beyond primary school education and
only 40 percent of villages boast electricity. People subscribe to
a complex patchwork of customs, blending animist beliefs with
various forms of Christianity brought by missionaries in recent
decades-and intertwining their warrior traditions.

American anthropologist and author Lars Krutak has travelled
the world studying tribal tattoos, including among the Naga.
“What strikes me as unique is the diversity of Naga tattooing pat-
terns,” he says, adding there are more than 20 tribes that tattoo
across both sides of the border. They can signify tribal identity,
life accomplishments or the completion of a rite of passage. In
some cases, people believed they would need the designs to tran-
sition to the afterlife, Krutak explains.

Gory tradition 
One of the most feared tribes was the Konyak, now divided

between India and Myanmar, their villages so remote Christianity
only made inroads here in the 1970s. The Konyak village of
Longwa actually straddles the border, set on a high ridge com-
manding a view of both countries and is the seat of the tribe’s king,
whose house symbolically lies directly on the frontier. Only a
handful of the village’s former headhunting warriors remain, sport-
ing formidable tattoos that cover much of their faces in dark blue
ink with skull-like patches left bare around the eyes.

Houn Ngo Kaw, 75, claims he helped put an end to the gory
tradition in his village after he converted to Christianity in 1978
and admits “it’s better now.” Younger generations of Naga rarely
wear the traditional tattoos associated with headhunting, but there
are exceptions. Ku Myo, 35, says her parents were less than im-
pressed after she came home aged 15 with her face tattooed. “I
did it without them knowing and they beat me when they found
out,” she says, admitting she too would be furious if her children
exhibited the same rebellious streak. But few seem to lament the
passing of a tradition that will soon be lost forever. “I wanted to
be one of the last tattooed warriors and I am,” Konyak elder Houn
Ngo Kaw says with a huge grin.  “Of course I’m happy.” — AFP

A Naga tribesman standing in front of his house decorated with skeletons of buffalo heads. Man Chen, belonging to Konyak tribe, walking in a village shelter in Sagaing region of Myanmar.

Ku Myo, 35, a tattooed Lainong tribeswoman, carrying her child
in their house.Nok Tan, 75, a tattooed Konyak tribeman, cooking in his house.

An old hunting rifle, a bag containing gun powder and
ammunition hanging inside the house of a Naga
tribesman at a village in Sagaing region of Myanmar.

A Naga tribesman standing in front of his house decorated with
skeletons of buffalo heads.

Khamyo Pon Nyun, 75, a tattooed Lainong tribeswoman,
resting at her house at Lahel township.


