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Durga is in a race against time. 

Jakarta, Indonesia

Durga

CHAPTER 10

But despite having factors such as religious oppression and westernization working against 
him, he is dedicated to reviving and perpetuating the tradition of tattooing in Indonesia. 

Durga studied visual communication design at the Indonesian Institute of the Arts 
in Yogyakarta, a city steeped in culture and art. It was during his college years that Durga 
became more aware of tattooing as an art form. He had heard a lot about tattooing in his 
younger years, during the politically tempestuous 1980s, but the illegal status of tattooing 
in Indonesia had kept it taboo for most of society. 

After working professionally as a graphic designer and art director for many years, 
Durga had what he refers to as a midlife crisis in his thirties, when he decided to 
dramatically change his life and profession. It took a few years, but eventually he was 
given the opportunity to pursue a tattoo apprenticeship in another country. He continued 
to develop his new trade after his apprenticeship ended and he returned home.

Although trained to tattoo in the Western manner, Durga imbues his work with an 
Indonesian aesthetic. Whether he’s working in solely black, black and gray, or color, 
he utilizes different Indonesian tribal styles, Indonesian decorative styles, and even 
Indonesian shadow puppet imagery. He is influenced by his country’s different cultures; 
no matter the theme, those cultural influences come through in his work. He prefers 
these as sources of inspiration over the work of other tattooists, which he tries to prevent 
from allowing to influence his tattooing. 

Refi Mascot photo



78 79Durga

Durga’s research into traditional tattooing initially brought him to 
Borneo, where he has studied the different tattooing styles of the tribes and 
subtribes there, including the Dayak Kenyah, Dayak Kayan, Dayan Punan, 
and others. 

But his curiosity about indigenous culture eventually brought him closer 
to home, to the tattooing traditions of the Mentawai Islands, off the coast of 
Sumatra. Travel within Indonesia can be difficult and expensive, especially 
for an independently traveling non-Mentawai making excursions to Siberut 
Island. But Durga has made the journey several times, living on Siberut and 
learning tattooing from the sikerei (Mentawai shamans) through observation 
and collaboration in the tattoo process.

Durga says that, originally, tattooing on the islands was an “identity and 
a personal or communal reflection” of the people’s relationship to nature, 
called arat subulungan, although there are motivational and design differences 
from region to region and among clans.

However, he says, before becoming a unified country, Indonesia was 
colonized by the Dutch, Portuguese, Spanish, and Japanese. Imported 
religions, including Islam and Christianity, wreaked havoc on traditional life 
and systematically displaced or obliterated indigenous customs and religions. 
In postcolonial times, the Indonesian government supported this process of 
deletion with a decree in 1954 that prohibited indigenous religions, effectively 
abolishing tattooing and other customs. 

Tattooing in Indonesia means city living, but Durga makes sure to escape 
the concrete jungle and head to the real, green jungle a few times a month, 
to reconnect with his country. He says his eyes “need to see and be in ‘the 
greens’”—the rice fields, the banyan trees; he avoids the touristy areas in 
favor of the true heart of Indonesia. 

Since 2008, Durga has owned his own quiet, calm, and cozy shop in 
Yogyakarta, and his life is reflected within the walls of his workspace. Many 
people have commented that the shop looks like a museum, with a large 
collection of traditional objects housed within. 

Hand-tapping session, 2010. Durga fears 

that the elders who carry the knowledge 

of traditional tattooing will take their 

wisdom with them when they pass away, 

and tattooing in Indonesia will disappear 

just as it has in places such as Sulawesi, 

Sumatra, and Timor. Ibnu Suhar Yo photo

Ink on paper by Durga. The dancing 

Hindu deity Ganesha. Durga studied 

visual arts at the Indonesian Institute of 

the Arts in Yogyakarta.
Ink on paper by Durga depicts the 

Balinese demon queen Rangda. 

Durga worked as an art director for 

several years before pursuing a tattoo 

apprenticeship in his thirties.

Hand-tapping session, 2011. Durga 

believes that a thirst for authenticity or 

identity has motivated more Indonesian 

people to become involved in reviving a 

tradition that has been teetering on the 

verge of extinction. Refi Mascot photo
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Against these historical and contemporary odds, Durga is afraid that the 
elders who carry the knowledge of traditional tattooing will take their wisdom 
with them when they pass away, and tattooing in Indonesia will disappear 
just like it did in countries such as Sulawesi, Sumatra, Timor, and countless 
others. And it is against that fate that Durga and a few of his like-minded 
friends work, exploring the connection between tattooing and Indonesia’s 
nature-based philosophical traditions. 

Until recently, Durga has found that most of the interest in traditional 
Indonesian tattooing has come from outside the country, while the majority 
of Indonesians themselves prefer Western-style tattoos. In the past few years, 
however, he has seen a shift in attitude. “Many people in the big cities in 
Indonesia miss the romance of the glory and beauty of indigenous cultures 
and customs . . . including tattoo traditions,” he says. Durga believes that 
a thirst for authenticity or identity has motivated more Indonesian people 
to become involved in reviving a tradition that has been vanishing and is 
teetering on the verge of extinction. There are increasing numbers of people 
within the tattoo community who, like Durga, are hungry for traditional 
tattoo and are spearheading the movement to keep it alive and stimulate the 
demand for traditional tattoos.

As for his own future, Durga plans to continue researching the hand-
tapping traditions, motives, and patterns of Borneo and Mentawai, and 
exploring Indonesian art through his use of the tattoo machine. 

He also hopes to expand his research and explore the eastern parts of 
Indonesia in search of stories and visual proof of the regional tattooing 
traditions reputed to exist there. Through his dedication, Durga may 
ultimately play a part in rescuing Indonesia’s indigenous tattooing 
from obscurity.

According to Durga, things got even more complicated in the 1980s 
under the Suharto regime. Tattooing had become inextricably linked with the 
criminal underworld, and the military-based government, overwhelmed by 
the evils and mischief wrought by the criminal element in Indonesia, reacted 
in an extreme fashion, enacting a shoot-on-sight extermination policy. 

In recent years, with a more open society and the ban on tattooing lifted, 
westernization has drawn people away from rural areas into urban centers in 
search of a modern lifestyle glamorized by a recent Western import: television. 
Young Indonesians are more interested in keeping up with the proverbial 
Joneses than tapping into their own cultural roots.

Hand-tapping session, 2011. Durga plans 

to continue researching the hand-tapping 

traditions, motives, and patterns of Borneo 

and Mentawai. Refi Mascot photos

Since 2008, Durga has owned his own 

quiet shop in Yogyakarta.

Ink on paper by Durga. The Hindu and 

Buddhist deity Saraswati is the goddess 

of science, arts, and music.

Toraja cocks. The Toraja are an 

indigenous population in Indonesia, 

many of whom observe animist beliefs. 

Durga and a few of his like-minded 

friends explore the connection between 

tattooing and Indonesia’s nature-based 

philosophical traditions. 
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Traditional rosettes of Borneo’s Dayak Iban 

and Dayak Punan peoples.

Amsterdam, 2011.

Durga is influenced by his country’s many 

cultures, whose culture come through in 

his work.

Example of the titi Gagai and Durukkat styles of handtapping derived from Sumatra’s 

Metawai tribe.

Dayak shin piece.
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Keone Nunes didn’t start tattooing to become a tattooist— 
he did so to perpetuate a cultural practice.

Oahu, USA

Keone Nunes

CHAPTER 17

Having grown up in Waianae, which has the highest native Hawai’ian population rate in 
the state, Hawai’ian culture was always there in Keone’s upbringing. Still, when he left 
home for college, he realized how much knowledge he was lacking about his own culture.

Luckily, he was able to find five teachers—elders—willing to mentor him in his 
exploration of Hawai’ian culture. As his peers whiled away their time in nightclubs, Keone 
spent time with the elders, learning about hula, chants, prayer, genealogy, and tattooing.

One of these elders impressed upon him the importance of genealogy in Hawai’ian 
tattooing, and Keone delved into this aspect of his culture more deeply. 

At the time, Keone thought the wisdom that the elders were imparting was common 
knowledge. It wasn’t until years later that he realized that wasn’t the case, but that few 
people, in fact, knew what he now knew—and that it had become his responsibility to 
perpetuate the broad range of Hawai’ian cultural knowledge he had learned, generally, 
and tattooing, specifically.

In 1990, at age thirty-three, Keone got his first tattoo and also began to tattoo. An aunt 
had died nine years earlier and before she passed had given him a design she told Keone 
would be appropriate for him to put on his body. He decided it was time. 

Almost simultaneously, several members of his cultural dance group decided they 
wanted tattoos as well, and knowing of Keone’s expertise in Hawai’ian culture and 
genealogy, they asked him to make the designs for them.

Kapulani Landgraf photo
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One day, Keone received a phone call from Paolo, and the Samoan tattoo 
master plied him with questions about Hawai’ian tattooing. Looking back, 
Keone believes it was Paolo’s way of testing him. Apparently, he passed, 
because by the end of the conversation Paolo asked if he’d like to learn how 
to use hand tools. 

This was exactly why Keone had gotten into tattooing—to perpetuate an 
aspect of his culture—and now he was being given the opportunity to learn 
how to apply tattoos not with a modern machine, but by using the method 
of his ancestors. 

Learning from Paolo was the ultimate experience for Keone, and he 
studied with him from 1996 until Paolo’s untimely death in 1999.

After learning how to hand tap, Keone turned his back on tattoo machines 
forever, staving off the seduction of the comparably easy machine work. “Try 
to make a round circle tapping,” he says. “Making a straight line on a crooked 
body is not easy.” To Keone, each method has its own particular mindset, and 
he found it impossible to go back and forth between the two. And although 
technically more challenging, Keone believed it was only right that on his 
cultural journey he use the appropriate tools.

Although granted the sulu’ape title and with it the ability to do Samoan 
tattoos as a member of the family, Keone focuses solely on traditional 
Hawai’ian tattooing. He only uses Samoan patterns when incorporating 
them into the design of a client of mixed Hawai’ian and Samoan heritage. 

Kandi Everett, who had done the tattooing, realized that Keone know 
more about Hawai’ian tattoo design than anyone else she knew at the time. 
Although she lived in the world of Western tattooing—having worked 
alongside Sailor Jerry, Mike Malone, Mike Brown, and the like—she 
understood the potential for Keone to manifest his knowledge in the form of 
tangible artwork. She encouraged him to learn how to tattoo. 

Keone started out using tattoo machines because they were his only 
option at the time. But his work caught the interest of Sulu’ape Paolo, the 
head of one of the Samoan tattoo families who worked solely using traditional 
Samoan hand-tapping tools. Going against cultural norm as a Samoan, 
Paolo was interested in reaching out to other Polynesian tattooists to help 
reestablish the sound and the pride of hand-tapped tattoos.

Keone Nunes started tattooing to 

perpetuate a cultural practice. He 

explains that when he left home 

for college, he realized how much 

knowledge about his own culture he 

was lacking. Kapulani Landgraf photo

Keone started out using tattoo machines 

because they were his only option at the 

time. But after having the opportunity 

to learn hand-tapping from none other 

than Sulu’ape Paolo, Keone turned 

his back on tattoo machines forever. 

Kapulani Landgraf photo



“The sound of the tapping that resounds in the valleys will never be 
silenced again,” Keone says. “The men and women who wear designs know 
that when it’s time for them to meet their ancestors they will be smiling, 
because they recognize who they are. It’s become a matter of pride again for 
a people who weren’t proud of who they were thirty years ago. 

“There’s an understanding when they lie down on the lauhala mat and 
hear and feel the bite of tapping on skin, that’s exactly what their ancestors 
felt, and there’s nothing in the world that can replicate that. Sound, feel, 
smell, atmosphere, chanting.”

Keone hopes that he has played some part in bringing that experience 
back to his people. Undoubtedly, he has.

He also doesn’t tout his title; his motivation for studying with Paolo was not 
to boost up his name as a tattooist, and he humbly recognizes the gravity of 
such an honor.

When Keone first started tattooing, there was very little interest in 
Hawai’ian traditional tattooing, and very little was known about it. To Keone, 
it’s not that the culture was lost, but it cycled very quickly, going underground 
in the face of religious and political oppression. Although people may not 
have openly practiced cultural traditions, however, he believes that they 
retained an innate understanding of the culture, and contemporary issues 
such as sovereignty and independence have caused people to turn back to 
traditional practices. Hawai’ian tattoos are a way for people to make a stance 
on what it means to be Hawai’ian, and “tattooing is starting to take its place 
among cultural practices and have the status approaching that of what it 
was traditionally,” Keone says, so much so that a person with a traditional 
Hawai’ian facial tattoo can be hired as a professor at an institution like the 
University of Hawai’i. 
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“The sound of the tapping that 

resounds in the valleys will never 

be silenced again,” Keone says. 

Kapulani Landgraf photo

Keone’s cousin, Keli’iokalani Teawe 

Makua, prepares one tool of the trade. 
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“There’s an understanding when one 

lies down on the lauhala mat and hears 

and feels the bite of tapping on skin,” 

Keone says, “that’s exactly what their 

ancestors felt, and there’s nothing 

in the world that can replicate that.” 

Kapulani Landgraf photo
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“Making a straight line on a crooked body is not easy,” Keone 

notes. Although hand-tapping is more challenging, Keone 

believes it was only right that on his cultural journey he use 

the appropriate tools. Kapulani Landgraf photo When Keone started tattooing, very little 

was known about Hawai’ian traditional 

tattooing. To Keone, it’s not that the 

culture was lost, but it cycled very 

quickly, going underground in the face 

of religious and political oppression. 

Kapulani Landgraf photo

In Hawai’i, “tattooing is starting to take 

its place among cultural practices and 

have the status approaching that of 

what it was traditionally,” Keone says. 
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