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Introduction

AS I UNDERSTAND it, Captain Cook brought the word ‘taboo’ back with him on his journey from Polynesia, in which tabu was used in the Tongan dialect to mean ‘forbidden’.

Certain ideas and values fascinate me profoundly.

One of them is the way society permits all kinds of things and prohibits others – often for no apparent reason. I’m not saying all taboo behaviour is right. A good many carnal practices are most definitely wrong, as are other offensive ways of conduct. But it seems to me as though individual societies are programmed to condone certain acts and to shun others.

I’ve been extraordinarily privileged to experience layers of life that most people never have the chance to observe. My good fortune lies in my restless nature, coupled with a burning desire to drill down through layers. Never satisfied with witnessing a place in an obvious one-dimensional way, I prefer to challenge myself when observing anything – from a mug of hot tea at a street-side stall in Tibet, to the perilous stretch of Interstate 10 between Phoenix and California.

The draw for me is to dissect what I’m presented with through the various lenses in my armoury. My favourite is the lens of absurdity – the kind meted out by the wise fool, Nasrudin. Another is the lens of making connections: linking one stray detail to another, until patterns emerge. A third is a lens devoted to identifying layers that are buried so deep that they’ve never been seen – not even by the locals.

As I zigzag around the world, I’m drawn to anything that’s perceived to be off-limits – whether it be a way of behaving, thinking, or operating. At the same time, I am attracted in a magnetic way to societies that exhibit a counter-culture set against that of the Occidental one in which I was raised.

In my early twenties, I went in search of the communities in Madagascar in which twins are regarded as cursed – so much so that they are often abandoned at birth. Being a twin myself, I was intrigued at how such a profound part of me was regarded as utterly taboo.

Village elders explained their reasoning by saying that twins were rejected because they brought misfortune on the community. The mothers of twins I met told me that they were at fault, and had begged forgiveness for producing unacceptable offspring.

Before leaving Madagascar, I visited one last village in which far more twins than normal were living. Like me, most of them were fraternal and not identical. I assumed women who had given birth to twins had taken refuge there, but was informed this was not the case. Rather, the numbers were due to an above-average existence of twins being born.

I enquired whether the standard taboo was maintained in the village. The mothers to whom I was speaking all broke into laughter and wagged their hands left and right.

‘Of course not!’ one exclaimed. ‘Look at us – does it look as though we’re cursed?!’

‘We’re blessed twice over!’ a second woman cried out.

Not long after I departed Madagascar, I read about an anthropologist in a French newspaper who’d been working to rid the island of the taboo. Having raised funding through an NGO, he gave large donations to villages in which twins were born. The money was reserved for communal projects rather than for the families of twins.

Within a few months, the newspaper article explained, the reluctant elders dropped the taboo, and pocketed the cash. Delighted at the news, I saw it as a victory for sanity.

Years later, I read another piece about the same Madagascan village. I expected to learn how the taboo was long since gone. But it was not the case. When the anthropologist and his funding had disappeared a decade earlier, the prohibition on twins had returned.

Foreign support for villages with twins dried up, and life became very hard indeed in communities that had relied on the money. People who had learned to live with small luxuries found themselves destitute once again – unprepared for poverty.

Enraged, the village elders asserted that the foreign money, and the withdrawal of it, had been yet another manifestation of the curse of the twins.
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Waking the Dead

JOSÉ LUIS SAID I was interested in the ancient people of the Atacama.

He explained that I’d come across the ocean, from the ‘Land of Diana’. When he thought I wasn’t listening, he added that my heart was strong; I could not be frightened.

Juan went over to the corner and delved his hands into a cardboard box. He returned a moment later with a parcel, wrapped in brown paper.

‘We found this seven years ago,’ he said, as he handed it to me.

Gripping the package between my knees, I pulled apart the sheets of paper. Had I been a believer in susto, it would have got me right then. I jerked backwards. On my lap was a mummified human head.

Juan said that since they had found the trophy head in a grave behind the house, they had been blessed with good fortune.

‘We honour it at Christmas, at Easter and festival times,’ he said. ‘It’s a part of our family, as much as anyone else.’

The head had all the classic hallmarks of the ancient Nazcan techniques. The skin was intact, although preserved with a clay-like preparation. The eyes were sealed shut, the lips pinned together with thorns; and a carrying string had been threaded through a hole, trepanned through the brow. My interest in tsantsas, shrunken heads, had introduced me to all kinds of trophy heads.

Ethnologists have long debated whether human trophy heads were those of dead relatives, slain warriors, or even of people sacrificed at the graveside. Whatever the truth, one thing is certain – the trophy heads found at Nazca are expertly mummified. The general consensus is that the skin was peeled away, before the heads were boiled. Then, when the brain had been cleaned out, the skin was reapplied and layered with preservatives.

I was struck by the likeness of the trophy to the tsantsas for which I had such a fondness. Shrunken heads, like Juan’s trophy, were typically suspended from a string, and had the lips skewered with splinters of chonta palm. This prevented them from calling out to members of their own tribe. (Similar, too, are the trophy heads from Nagaland, in India’s North-east, which have buffalo horns fixed to the ears, to stop the head from hearing its rescuers.)

Juan was pleased at my praise for his trophy. No house, he said, should be without such a possession, an honour to the ancestors.

‘I’ll get you one,’ he beamed.

‘Where from?’

Juan’s face erupted in laughter.

‘Sígame, follow me,’ he said.

We trooped out of the house, past the sleeping guard-dog, and on through the warango trees. The noon sun rained down, scalding our backs. Juan led the way across a flat expanse of dust.

Waving the flies from his face with his hat, he pointed to a steep bulwark.

‘Up there...’

The farmer, José Luis and I staggered up the bank. The sand was so fine that a footprint disappeared as soon as it was made. It was littered with bottles, plastic bags and tin cans. A handful of thorn trees clung to the soft sand, providing some leverage as we clambered up.

Climbing over the top of the hill was like emerging from the trenches into no man’s land. The scene was one of unimaginable devastation. Not even a Calcutta body dump could compare. There were human remains everywhere. Mummified bodies, recently hacked from their graves, their skin leathery, yet preserved. The plateau was pitted with thousands of tombs; their sides fallen in, the contents either stolen or strewn about. The bleached-white bones were too numerous to count. They shone in the sunlight, the last remains of an ancient people, forsaken by their ancestors. I saw ribs poking up out of the sand, femurs and jaws, the mummified spine of a child, and skulls – thousands of them, many with their hair still attached. Dozens had been deformed; others were trepanned.

As well as bones there were baskets made from cotton and fibre. For each mummy there had been a basket, in which it had sat cupped upright in the foetal position on a wad of cloth. Leading mummy experts say the burial position, the layers of cloth, and the baskets, are all for a reason. They were, they say, part of an elaborate drainage system. Liquids exuded in the years after death would naturally drain through the body, seeping down, and out through lower orifices, into the basket’s pad.

Juan led me across the immense burial ground. I watched my step, fearful of falling into one of the pits, or of treading on the mummified remains. Every few feet the farmer would stop to tug a fragment of cloth from the dust, waggling it to shake off the sand. He handed the scraps to Tía, who had caught up with us.

Juan stopped at a deep crater.

‘This was a big tomb,’ he said. ‘An important one was buried here.’

Tía and he helped me into the hole. They swished away the sand. First they dug out the resident mummy. He looked rudely awakened, ripped from his cocoon. His hair was long and soft, his skin the colour of honey, the individual pores quite distinct. The line of his ribs was clearly visible. The stench was rank as the smell of a Maasai encampment. But it was nothing like the vile, chaotic smell of rotting human flesh.

The body was bound in textiles. Juan peeled a grand mantle away from the mummy’s back. He shook off the sand. Along the border of the blanket was a row of images. I looked at them closely. They were Birdmen.

Tía was still digging. She excavated a second figure.

‘It’s a woman,’ said Juan. ‘See sus pechos, her breasts.’

As he fumbled about, showing me the mummified bust, the woman’s right leg fell off.

‘They’re very fragile,’ he muttered, handing me a head.

‘This is for you,’ he said. ‘It’s just like the one in the house. It will bring you good luck.’

Thanking the farmer, I rejected his offer. ‘It belongs here,’ I said. ‘I won’t be taking anything away with me.’

Juan couldn’t understand why anyone would turn down a fine trophy head.

‘¿Está seguro? Are you sure?’ he trilled. ‘It’s got a very nice face.’

The business of human remains is an unpleasant one. Our society dislikes the subject of corpses and death. Much has changed since ancient times. The Incas would bring out their mummified leaders during festivals. One seventeenth-century etching in Guaman Poma’s chronicle shows the grinning cadaver of an Inca being paraded through the streets. The practice appalled the Spanish. But, as I squatted in the burial crater, surrounded by mummies and trophy heads, I felt none of the fear which so often accompanies death in our own world. The mummies were not skeletons but people, with faces, fingernails and hair.

I couldn’t blame Juan and his family for robbing graves. The drought had killed their pigs and their meagre crops had shrivelled. How else were they to support themselves? Juan played down the extent of his part in what is a massive local operation. But, as I went back to the car, he asked respectfully if I’d like to buy some blankets, ornaments, pottery or beads. The burial ground on their doorstep was like a blessing from God. It must have contained more than thirty thousand graves, only a fraction of which had been touched.

Ninety-five per cent of the antiquities in Peruvian museums are said to have been dug up by huaqueros. They have little or no scientific provenance as a result. Nazca’s street corners are loaded with an army of agents, eager to sell the robbers’ bounty. But the best loot bypasses Nazca, heading straight for the auction houses in the West.

José Luis threw the hatchback into gear and aimed it at the embankment, as if it were a tank out on manoeuvres.

‘Tonight’s a full moon,’ he said, as we gathered speed. ‘Juan and his family will be busy digging.’

‘Robbing graves?’

Pepe’s son jerked his head in reply.

‘It’s time for the sleeping to be woken.’
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Is Eating People Wrong?

CANNIBALISM HAS BEEN described as the last taboo, and is the one that seems to shock the masses more than anything else.

It’s right up there with incest, cold-blooded murder and human sacrifice. In researching my novel, I have done a great deal of background reading on the subject, and have found myself wondering constantly why we regard it with such disdain – after all, dead people are just meat, aren’t they?

I think the answer lies in the way our society has structured itself around great monolithic pillars of right and wrong. An advanced culture has to lay down certain ground rules, without which a kind of disintegration begins to occur or, rather, without which advancement can’t take place. It may seem like obvious stuff, but I’d argue that it isn’t obvious at all.

As I see it, thinking that cannibalism is wrong is a hugely sophisticated idea, one that took millennia to become ingrained in human civilization. After all, most animals are quite happy to eat their own kind. I found a list of almost two thousand species online that regularly gulp down their spouses, their young, or those around them. With the exception of apes perhaps, the animal kingdom doesn’t have anything the majority of us would regard as real civilization. And so, I suppose we can draw a baseline under our society and say, ‘We are civilized because we don’t eat people.’

The same can’t be said for a great many of the generations which came before us. There’s no doubt at all that ancient man ate his fellow men in a great many places and circumstances.

I’ll come to that in a moment.

But all the more interesting is that cannibalism was, it seems, a tolerated taboo across almost all societies until relatively recent times. It’s a subject that is nailed to the bedrock of our world, infused within our cultures through folklore and religion. There are plentiful examples of blood-gorging cannibalistic deities, for instance, whose actions provide cautionary tales for mankind.

The Greek Myths are an entertainment often poised on the edge of acceptability, as much as they are a body of folklore. Their shock value makes them compulsive reading. But however depraved the taboo-shattering tales are, the Classical Myths are always tempered with a kind of righteousness. The bad guy (or I should say – the bad deity) usually comes a cropper on the grand scale of things, and he’s taught a lesson that’s passed down to us all.

The Greek god Kronos was an example of a deity seemingly unfazed by the thought of eating his fellow kind. Fearful that his own children would usurp him, he gobbled up five of them in a row. Kronos was married to his own sister (itself an example of incest being rather less taboo than cannibalism), and she conspired to hide their sixth child – Zeus – in fear that he would be gobbled up, too.

In his wisdom, the young deity fed his father an emetic, which caused him to regurgitate Zeus’s siblings. Happily, and rather amazingly, they all survived unharmed.

Another strange cannibalistic tale from the Greek Myths concerns Pelops. He was killed and stewed up by his father, Tantalus, who fed the meat to the gods in an elaborate banquet. Having caught on to what was set before them, the deities didn’t touch the meal, none except for Demeter who ate part of the boy’s cooked shoulder. On Zeus’s orders, the flesh and bones were boiled up once again and, the shoulder having been recreated from ivory, the boy was somehow cooked back into his original form. Tantalus (from whose name we get the word ‘tantalize’) was punished by being made to stand in a pool of pristine water, with the branches of a fruit tree hanging over him. Whenever he stooped down to drink, the water receded, and whenever he reached up for the fruit, the branches rose up into the air.

For all their rip-roaring action and intrigue, the Classics are in a realm of their own, one adrift on a sea of fantasy. They fall under the same umbrella as Hansel and Gretel (if you recall, the witch in the story ate little boys), and the legend of Sweeney Todd, the demon barber of Fleet Street. But the most memorable thing among recent cannibalistic phenomena was undoubtedly Dr Hannibal Lecter of The Silence of the Lambs fame.

Lecter sends shivers down our collective spines for the way he preys on the audience’s raw fear, while operating with savvy and audacious method. The genius of the story is, of course, using a cannibal to catch a cannibal. This, coupled with the fact that Lecter was a connoisseur of high culture, made him a devastatingly irresistible anti-hero.

Coming back to reality, there’s no shortage of evidence that our ancient ancestors ate each other. Archaeologists and anthropologists have pinpointed examples on a global scale of primitive humans feasting on their fellow men. Despite appreciating the attention they attract for suggesting cannibalism existed at sites uncovered at their digs, archaeologists usually have a hard time in deciding what kind of man-eating actually went on. Did our ancestors really chomp away at their dead on a daily basis, or was it a practice they indulged in only during famine and during occasional bouts of warring?

The answer is probably more of the latter than the former. Even then, the main evidence is based on finding bones that have been scraped clean of their flesh with flint tools – such as the remains of Peking Man from 500,000 years ago, discovered outside modern Beijing.

In addition to eating the meat on a human carcass, it’s certain judging from remains that ancient man delighted in extracting marrow from the long human leg bones. The delicacy would have provided a great source of protein. As for the question whether there were human communities
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