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SYNOPSIS 
 
Synopsis 1 
Tep Tok : Reading Between Our Lines 
 
For many a Pacific Islander, a tattoo is a marker of one's identity - a reminder of one's heritage and a 
visual story to carry on their skin. 
The art of tattooing has travelled the world over and while its popularity has continued strongly into 
contemporary culture today, the awareness of the traditional practices of tattooing in Papua New 
Guinea is dwindling. 
  
Tep Tok is a three-part documentary aimed at changing this situation. 
  
The documentary follows four women of Papua New Guinea and Australian descent as they explore 
their tattooing traditions on a journey which takes them from Australia to Papua New Guinea, New 
Zealand, Samoa, Tahiti, Cook Islands and back. 
  
Much like the legendary swim of the Samoan twins that brought the art of Tattoo from Fiji to Samoa, 
this life changing journey for the four filmmakers takes the viewer through Pasifika cultures with the 
hope to breathe life back into the dying art worn by their grandmothers.  
  
A particular focus of the documentary will question the changes in Papua New Guinea through the 
stories of the women as young mixed race girls adapting and creating a culture to which they belong 
outside of their Pacific nation. 
  
Understanding the richness of their heritage to then observe as outsiders the next generation of Papua 
New Guinean people. Creating Tep Tok in the hope to inspire the practice of central province tattooing 
in the next generation.  
  
In short, Tep Tok aims to bring light to a vanishing ancient practice; though the desire to reinvent what 
has been lost 
 
Synopsis 2 
For many a Pacific Islander, tattoos are a mark of one's identity - a reminder of one's heritage and a 
visual story to carry on their skin.  
 
The art of tattooing has travelled the world over and while its popularity has continued strongly into 
contemporary culture today, the awareness of the traditional practices of tattooing in Central Province, 
Papua New Guinea is dwindling.  
 
This three-part documentary follows four women of PNG and Australian descent as they explore 
tattooing traditions on a journey, which takes them from Australia and across the Pacific.  
 
This life-changing journey for the four filmmakers takes the viewer through Pasifika cultures with the 
hope to breathe life back into the dying art worn by their grandmothers.   
Tep Tok aims to bring light to a vanishing practice; to reinvent what has been lost. 
 
Synopsis 3 
Our Grandmothers were full body tattooed.  
The marks on their skin were a visual reminder to others of their importance in the balance of 
traditional life in Papua New Guinea.  
 
Today our Mother’s carry no marks on their skin.  
 
The art of tattooing has travelled the world over and while its popularity has continued strongly into 
contemporary culture today, the awareness of the traditional practices of tattooing in Central Province, 
Papua New Guinea is dwindling.  
 
Tep Tok : Reading Between Our Lines is a documentary aimed at changing this situation.  
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KEY CREW AND CAST 
 
Introducing the Cast and Crew:  
 
All the crew involved in Tep Tok are first time documentary makers with no previous experience. The 
four women are Mothers, Daughters, and Sisters, all of whom have danced, sung and performed to 
many promoting our Mixed Papua New Guinean heritage.  
Director: Julia Mage'au Gray 
Key Cast and Crew:  

Nata Richards 
Ranu James 
Paia Ingram 

 
 
Julia Mage’au Gray 
Artistic Director Sunameke Productions 

Oaisaka Village, Mekeo, Papua New Guinea 
 
“From old to new old, that's the way we go forward…” Since graduating from the University of 
Adelaide with an Honours degree in Dance, creative expression has come in the form of different 
media and for myself as a Pasifika artist; it is in the diverse realms of dance, short film, photography, 
music, jewelry and tattoo.  
 

Passionate about reinvigorating our women’s central tattoo designs. So our men can wear our 
Bubu's tattoos as well.  
Admiration for my Bubu. She was strong, beautiful and hardworking. If only to have this 
small part of her tapped on my skin is just a small measure of how much I admire her quiet 
but in no means silent power.  
Driven to share and inspire pride in our Pacific ways. My belief that no matter how diluted our 
traditions may become over time that we can maintain and develop the arts practices of our 
unique Pacific cultures.  
My Bubu was tattooed. Her gift to me is what I share with you so you may know the story of 
our women. 

 
 
 
Natalie Richards   
Department of Immigration and Border Protection 

Raikau Village, Hula, Papua New Guinea 
 

Women strengthening women. 
Women guiding women. 
Women empowering women. 
Women tattooing women. 
The pride and practice of our tattooing is vanishing, and to lose it completely would be a 
tragedy. 
 
Through my own tattoos and Tep Tok, I want to inspire and encourage our young women 
to explore their identities  
through the past histories 
of their Sisters, Mothers, and Bubu's, and reinvent our cultural rite of passage and adapt 
ourselves 
to the contemporary cultural battleground 
we exist in today. 
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Ranu James  
Early Childhood Educator and Consultant  

Gabagaba Village, Motu, Papua New Guinea 
 

I love to close my eyes and dream about our Bubu’s as young girls.  Standing on our 
verandah’s the freshly tapped out designs on their skin shining under their coconut oil in the 
sun. 
The sounds of their voices singing, “Hiri dika, hiri namo, daiva dika, daiva namo …” 
What do all of the tapped out designs tell us?  What are the secrets of our Tubuna’s history, 
the stories of their markings, our spiritual connections?  How do they relate to us today?  
What do we lose if we turn our backs on them? 
 
There are so many questions, the urgency of finding their answers escalates as each of our 
Bubu Heine’s with the full reva reva join our ancestors.  These are things I want my daughters 
to know about. 
 
How can we keep the reva reva alive as we battle the infiltration of western and Pasifika 
patterns that don’t hold the significance that our Tubuna’s designs held. 

 
 
Paia Ingram  
Tafe Teacher and an ISLPR (International Second Language Proficiency Rating) Tester/Coordinator 

Gabagaba Village, Motu, Papua New Guinea 
 

I feel an urgency, 
a passion & love for our family tattoos, 
worn by my Bubu (grandmother) from head to toe. 
 
It’s not just these markings of her skin, 
but the stories they hold. 
 
It’s the ceremonies, life’s events and meanings for each pattern as it was tapped onto her skin. 
This drives my desire to continue to learn, preserve, re-tell and re-vive in some way. 
 
But also, I do it for Bubu. 
It was her strength 
and endurance 
that gives us the story to tell. 

 
 
Sound Production: 
All original sound composition by James Mangohig and Mastered by Matthew Cunliffe  
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RELEVANT QUESTIONS   
 
What does Tep Tok mean? 

Tep meaning Tap and Tok meaning Talk = Tap Talk (Talking Tattoo) 
The words Tep Tok were put together by Nata and Julia and are based in Tok Pisin language. 
The whole idea for creating the documentary was to encourage people to talk to their 
Grandmothers about their tattoo.  

Why was it important to make this documentary? 
To see the youth of Papua New Guinea today emulating their favourite National Rugby 
League Pasifika Players by choosing to mark their skin with Polynesian designs over our own 
Melanesian designs indicated to us that we needed to make this documentary. We felt it was 
important to raise an awareness, to encourage our peers to record what we can of our old 
women’s tattoos before we lose it.  

Who is Sunameke Productions? 
Tep Tok is a Sunameke initiative. Primarily a Pasifika performance group, Sunameke was 
founded in Adelaide, Australia in 1997. Formed by Julia Gray, Yolanda Gray, Katrina Sonter 
and Samantha Sonter, Sunameke grew out of a desire to be actively connecting with and 
expressing their mixed Papua New Guinean heritage through song, dance, and visual arts. 
Sunameke attracted other like-minded women; Ranu James, Paia Ingram and Nata Richards 
whom make up the Tep Tok cast/crew.  

Was there any opposition to Tep Tok?  
Since beginning Tep Tok in 2012 the response to what we were aiming to do was extremely 
positive and is still is. We had no idea that people were just as passionate about reviving our 
old women’s marks. We soon discovered how much of that passion was related tattoo’s being 
a tool to empower our women again. The only mild opposition we came across was from 
Papuan men jokingly putting down one of the young women we had decided to mark with her 
Grandmothers tattoos. Their words were said in jest but were packed with a lot of passive 
aggression.  

What is happening next?  
Since the completion of the documentary Tep Tok has moved into a new life. Where the 
cast/crew are now aiming to revive our old women’s marks by picking up the tattoo tools. 
Travelling to parts of the Pacific and marking both men and women with Melanesian tattoo 
designs using the ‘hand poke’ method of tattooing. ‘Talking’ tattoo has moved into ‘Marking’ 
tattoo, we’ve discovered it is the best way to revive our old women’s marks.  

What do our Tattoo’s mean? 
We get asked this question a lot!! In regards to knowing the meanings of our designs, it is a 
very non Papua New Guinean concept to want ‘meanings’ for the designs. Most of the 
‘copyright’ designs are used to identify people to particular clan groupings, families, villages 
and regions. The meanings behind the designs are family connected, telling stories of relatives 
passed and so on. An example, the centipede tattoo could easily represent strength etc but this 
is not how we traditionally would define our markings. Our markings connect and identify us 
to our families; past, present and future and their standing within a village, a region, and a 
people. 

Why do we dislike the word ‘preserve’? 
So many of us use the word ‘preserve’ when what we are doing is maintaining and developing 
our cultural arts practices.  

“We are not like jam preservatives in a glass jar waiting to be discovered and then 
consumed” – Julia Mage’au Gray 

With our tattoo designs we are really conscious that the marks on our old women can never be 
the same or repeated as replicas. Each person is different as is each tattooist. Our aim is to 
revitalize the practice of marking our women with marks that are both connected to our old 
women and respectfully present who we are today.  

What do we hope for in the future? 
The making of Tep Tok really opened our eyes to how men and women are treated by each 
other in Central Province, PNG. We saw the colonising influences that have affected the 
traditional roles of men and women to the current situation we experience today. We see our 
women as not being as valued and respected as our ‘old women’ were. We hope that by 
wearing our marks again that we will visually state our strength.  



Media Kit 

 

7 

  
 

Sunameke 
Productions  

TESTIMONIALS 
 

Ruth Choulai, Trade Development Specialist (Creative Arts) 
The documentary is a timely conversation of the state of Papuan tattoo as a cultural practice, the 
significant events that lead to the growing renewed interest in and the revival of the practice, the 
diverse views of different generations to body markings.  It also evidences the rapid decline in the 
knowledge, knowledge holders and meanings of familial tattooing as a female cultural practice. ‘Tep 
Tok reading between the lines’ it is a journey of re-discovery, self-discovery and reclamation of a 
cultural practice by Papuan women from Central Province.  It’s a cultural conversation based on multi-
generational perspectives of Papuan women who speak openly about their experiences and their views 
on the cultural significance of being marked by Papuan women. Kudos to Julia for picking up the 
tattooing tools. This significance cannot be understated. 
 
 
Dulcie Stewart, Fijian Artist / Researcher / Blogger 
From the perspective of four Papua New Guinean/Australian women, we follow them on a journey 
across the Pacific as they explore their tattooing traditions. Tep Tok is an important means of 
expressing our indigenous heritage – past, present and future; and fosters community ownership of our 
stories.  
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SPECIFICATIONS 
  
 Film Type: Documentary 

 Runtime: 59 minutes 
 Completion Date: March 28, 2015 
 Country of Origin: Australia 
 Country of Filming: Australia, Cook Islands, French Polynesia, New Zealand, Papua New 

Guinea, Samoa 
 Film Language: English 
 Shooting Format: Digital 
 Aspect Ratio: 16:9 
 Film Color: Color 

 First-time Filmmaker: Yes 
 
 
LINKS 
 
Image Dropbox: https://www.dropbox.com/sh/g2hvohgs5z11ifq/AABxo9z5ktacZDPlfemTsriZa?dl=0 
 
 
 
CONTACT 
 
Julia Mage’au Gray  
M: +61438244487 
E: sunameke@me.com 
W: www.sunameke.com 
 
 

 


