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Bio: Guy Needham is a travel photographer who specialises in 
visiting parts of the world rarely seen. His work primarily draws 
on themes of identity and place, with a strong magnetism towards 
cultural narratives.   
 
His images have been exhibited in New York, London, Tokyo, 
Moscow and Zagreb, and appeared in numerous international 
publications including National Geographic Traveller, Lonely 
Planet, Royal Photographic Society’s Decisive Moment, 
International Traveller, AFAR, CNN.com, and every major New 
Zealand newspaper.   
 
Past exhibitions include the London Photo Festival (2017), Tokyo 
Portrait Salon (2016), The Hamar of Ethiopia (solo, 2016), UK 
Portrait Salon (2015), Shades of Otara (solo, 2015), Moscow 
International Foto Awards (2014), The Huli of Papua New 
Guinea (solo, 2014), PCA Adriatic (2014), Colour // Nature 
(solo, 2014), The Story of The Creative - New York (2013), 
People of The Balkans (solo, 2013) and Life's Journeys (2013).  
 
He is a member of the Royal Photographic Society, World 
Photographic Organisation and the Photographic Society of New 
Zealand. 
 

 

 



 

 

The Exhibition:  

In 2017 Guy Needham spent time with the indigenous Mentawai 
people on Siberut, one of Indonesia’s 17,000 islands. Hosted by 
the tribe deep in the equatorial jungle he spent his days living, 
eating and hunting with the Mentawai. 
 
This exhibition is a testament to the Mentawai’s simple way of life 
and pure values. The images deliberately use contrast in a wider 
sense to echo the differences between their uncluttered lives and 
ours. The intention is to self-question what we, as Westerners, 
prioritise in our time-poor consumption-driven lives. 
 
The monochromatic portraits in this exhibition were taken in the 
doorway of umas (longhouses), using only natural light to frame 
each of the generous poses. Capturing their unique body art and 
trusting presence, it also plays on the concept of individuality 
within a group. 
 
The Mentawai of Indonesia is the third in Guy Needham’s Tribal 
series, after The Huli of Papua New Guinea and The Hamar of 
Ethiopia. 
 
 
 
 
  



 

 

Siberut:  

The Mentawai islands are located 150km off the coast of Sumatra 
in the Indian Ocean. The group is made up of 70 islands, and is 
well known for its surfing breaks. 
 
Siberut, the largest of the group, is still 60% covered with virgin 
rainforest, part of which is a designated UNESCO biosphere 
reserve. With a tropical humid climate, Siberut has an annual 
rainfall of 4,000mm (Auckland’s is 1,100mm), leading to flash 
flooding from the hills to the swamp forests below. The interior 
of the island is rarely visited by outsiders. 
 
Located on the Ring of Fire between clashing tectonic plates, the 
Mentawai islands also experience intense seismic activity. They 
have been affected by multiple 7+ Richter Scale earthquakes since 
the 2004 Indian Ocean earthquake (9.1) and tsunami which wiped 
out Indonesia’s Aceh province. 
 
Home to unique flora and fauna, Siberut has a number of 
endemic primates including the Mentawai Macaque, the Mentawai 
Gibbon and the Mentawai leaf monkey, which are hunted by 
Mentawai people. 
 

  



 

 

The Mentawai:  

The Mentawai tribe is one of the world’s most fascinating 
cultures. Proud, independent hunter-gatherers, they are one of the 
most ancient tribes on earth, having lived off the land since the 
Stone Age 
 
Their relative isolation has seen them develop their indigenous 
culture, language and customs quite separately from the rest of 
Indonesia. Today there are approximately 64,000 Mentawai, 
mostly living in the islands themselves. They live in small 
townships, “government villages” and the jungle hinterland. 
 
Among anthropologists, the Mentawai are most notable for their 
heavy spirituality, body art and tendency to sharpen their teeth. 
Renown hunters, they are also skilled craftsmen and canoe 
builders.  
 
The Mentawai have a peaceful existence. There are no boundaries, 
ditches or fences marking territory between the traditional umas, 
and neighbours can be a 15min walk way. The Mentawai are so 
non-violent that disputes are settled by hunting, with the man 
who kills an animal first deemed to have been recognised by the 
spirits as the rightful winner of the argument.  
 

 
 
 
  



 

 

Appearance:  

The most striking thing about the Mentawai is their appearance. 
Wearing just a loincloth and handmade decorative necklaces, 
Mentawai men have distinctive body art. Representing the sago 
tree, these tattoos – which are tapped out painfully with needle 
and ink – each take a week.  
 
The tattoos are only allowed on the sikerei (medicine man or 
sharman) who all have the same designs. The tattoos start with 
the Sun, symbolising life, and the final tattoo applied is to the 
face, signifying “I am finished”.  
 
Perhaps more disconcerting to the Westerner eye is the Mentawai 
women’s teeth. In a show of traditional beauty women sharpen 
their teeth to a point, which Mentawai men find extremely 
attractive.  
 
It is said if a Mentawai woman does not get her teeth sharpened, 
both she and her soul are considered ugly. Women usually get 
their teeth filed after they hit puberty in a ceremony overseen by a 
sikerei using a sharpened chisel and hammer. Once complete, the 
woman chews on a raw banana to dull the pain, resting in the 
knowledge she is now more attractive – and ready to find a mate 
in the monogamous tribe. 
 
 
 
  



 

 

Spirituality:  

While the rest of Indonesia is predominantly Muslim, the 
Mentawai still follow a type of animalism called sibulngan, which 
worships the four main nature spirits: Sky, Sea, Jungle and Earth. 
These spirits are called upon for the building of a house, a 
blessing at a ceremony or the carving out of a canoe.  
 
The sikerei are not only medicine men - they are also the tribe’s 
only connection to the spiritual world. The Mentawai believe that 
all living objects, men, plants and animals, have spirits that are 
ultimately connected. 
 
To become a sikerei, a man must save enough pigs to gift to his 
teacher to learn the ways of the forest, and only then can he get 
the tribal tattoos. 
 
Officially, the Mentawai are not allowed to practice medicine, nor 
their indigenous religion, which is banned by government decree 
in an effort to modernise the tribe and bring them under 
centralised control. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
The Keepers of the Rainforest: 
 
The Mentawai consider themselves Keepers of the Rainforest and 
are at one with nature. They are entirely self-sufficient, only taking 
what they need from the world around them.  
 
Nothing is wasted, and the jungle forest provides all. Loincloths 
are made from stripping the breadfruit tree. Sago is taken from 
ground-down bark and put through a water “mill” to get the 
mush that is then left to dry. Left-over food is fed between 
floorboards to the pigs that snort below every dinner. 
 
Arrows are tipped with poison from special ground-up leaves and 
berries in the forest, and then used to hunt wild pigs, deer and 
monkeys in the steep hills. Rotting trees are cut down with cane 
knives and then opened up to get juicy larvae out which is cooked 
open upon returning home.   
  
It is the role of the women and children to gather up wild yams 
and other fruits of the forests well as keep the pigs, and chickens 
fed. 
  



 
 
 
Daily Life: 
 
A Mentawai uma or longhouse is made of bamboo, thatched 
roofs, wooden floor boards and sits high on raised stilts. The 
elevation is to protect it from floodwaters and allow for the 
keeping of animals, especially pigs and chickens, underneath the 
house. 
 
Split in two, the uma has the living quarters with a small fireplace 
out the back and a welcoming living area with ‘kitchen’ in front. 
The open cooking area is a focal point, and the whole front of 
the uma is designed to host guests. Bench seats wrap around the 
lightweight wooden floor boards, which creak when anyone over 
50kgs walks on them. 
 
Above the doorway separating the two areas hang monkey skulls, 
pointedly announcing the skill of the hunter of the house. The 
more skulls, the more respected the family. 
 
The Mentawai are early risers, often lighting the fire in the uma 
early to heat up water for breakfast. They have some necessities 
from the government stores further down the river – namely 
coffee and cigarettes. They also grow tobacco nearby. 
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The Future: 
 
Since Indonesian independence there has been a concerted effort 
by the Indonesian government to assimilate the Mentawai people.  
 
In the 1950s it was decreed that ‘pagan’ indigenous customs such 
as teeth sharpening, tattooing, loin cloth making and spiritual 
medicine were prohibited and effectively abolished.  
 
More recently, there has been an accelerated construction of 
‘Government villages’ with schools, amenities, healthcare and 
free houses to entice the Mentawai from the jungle. 
 
These activities, as well as the awarding of logging contracts on 
the island of Siberut and the presence of military in the main 
townships, are threating the traditional lifestyle and simple values 
of the tribe. 
 
Today the Mentawai people have to work harder than ever to 
preserve their ancient culture, as their traditions recede further 
into the unspoilt rainforest. 
 
 


