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ARTIST’S DEFINITION

Ad Wer : sacred star stories

ABOUT THE ARTIST
Tommy Pau is a descendent of the Eastern 
Torres Strait Islands, his heritage is Australian 
Aboriginal, Papua New Guinea, Pacific Islander 
and Asian. He was born in Townsville, North 
Queensland and lived there as an infant before 
relocating to Brisbane, Thursday Island, Waiben 
and Cairns. Pau considers himself an artist who 
is Indigenous, not as an Indigenous artist. His 
wide ranging professional practice includes 
sculpture, carving, printmaking, installation work, 
digital and multimedia, and anything that grabs 
his interest. He also writes poetry.

Pau’s visual artwork explores concepts that 
underpin his culture and re-evaluates the impact of the past on present lives and preserved 
knowledge. By developing a contemporary visual concept and language, Pau encourages 
the viewer to contemplate how persistent narratives of memory, time and location are used 
to represent the identity of Indigenous people. His aim is not to desecrate what is sacred, 
but to better understand the people, their stories, relationship to place and the skills of 
those who are connected to his Torres Strait Island home. Tommy Pau is a current member 
of the Board of the Cultural Centre-Townsville, Umi Arts in Cairns and a previous Board 
member of Umbrella Studio contemporary arts. Some of his significant life achievements 
include completing a Bachelor of Education and becoming a semi-finalist in the Telstra Art 
Award. Currently he is completing a degree in New Media Arts at James Cook University. 
His work is in national collections in Australia. His works on paper were included in national 
and international exhibitions including Freshwater Saltwater: Existence and Country & 
Western: landscape re-imagined 1988-2013.

ABOUT THE EXHIBITION
Ad Wer: Story of the Stars from the Eastern Torres Strait is a new body of linocut print works 
by Tommy Pau examining constellations used by the Eastern Islanders of the Torres Strait and 
their science of astronomy. 

Torres Strait Islanders observed the stars to govern their cosmos; to navigate, to plan, to 
plant, to study symbiotic relationships of space and time. This tells them when to hunt, plant 
seasonal foods and perform timely annual ceremonies. Tommy Pau sourced his information 
from casual conversations with elders present, elders past and ethnography works on the 
Torres Strait. The intent of this exhibition is to preserve, educate and provoke future studies 
on the science of stars Torres Strait Islanders used in their cosmology. 



The science of astronomy has existed for thousands of years and forms a vital part of 
Indigenous Australian culture, even today. 

The astronomy of the Torres Strait Islanders, Indigenous Australian people living between 
the tip of Cape York and Papua New Guinea, is the focus of this exhibition. Torres Strait 
Islanders are a Melanesian sea-faring people whose traditional country comprises 48,000 
square kilometres of shallow waters and more than 250 islands of differing geological 
formation, of which 14 are inhabited. 

Culturally, the islands are divided into five groups, represented by the five-pointed star on 
the Torres Strait flag: Top Western Islands, Western Islands, Lower Western Islands, Central 
Islands and Eastern Islands. Islander culture stretches back nearly 8,000 years, when rising 
sea levels flooded the land bridge between Australia and Papua New Guinea at the end of 
the last Ice Age.

Torres Strait Islander culture is closely linked to the stars. They inform Islander laws, customs 
and practices that are recorded and handed down in the form of story, song, dance, 
ceremony and artefacts. Islander astronomy also contains practical information about the 
natural world, which is essential for survival and cultural continuity. The stars tell Islanders 
when to hunt turtle and dugong, when the monsoon season arrives, when the winds 
change, and many other important aspects of daily life. 

Islander astronomical knowledge is deep, and this exhibition attempts to share some of this 
with other cultures as well as the future Islander generations.

BACKGROUND HISTORY

 Torres Strait and islands. Wikimedia Commons 



THE WORKING PROCESS

What is a Linocut? Linocuts are very similar to woodcuts. It is a printing method using a sheet of  
linoleum, in which a subtractive cutting method is used to take away the parts of linoleum where 
you want to leave the white of the page, and keep the parts you want to be inked. The end result is 
a linocut from which you can reproduce the same image over and over again.

Begin by drawing your design onto the lino surface. 
This will help you know where to carve your design. 
Using the various tools, start to carve your design. 
There are U-shaped lino tools and V-shaped lino 
tools - which provide different line effects. If the lino 
is too hard to carve, you can soften it by warming 
it up in the sun. Consider a variety of line thickness 
and add a background. The areas you cut out 
will be white and the areas you do not cut will br 
printed. Consider the direction and neatness of your 
carving as it will show in your print. Always carve 
away from your body and be careful of your fingers!

Once you have finished carving, remove all fibres 
and dirt from the surface of the lino so it is ready 
to be inked. There are many different brands of 
relief printing inks, both oil and waterbased. Using 
a spatula place a small amount of ink on a piece of 
perspex. Roll it out in a small rectangle with a soft 
brayer (roller) working in two directions to evenly 
distribute the ink. You want there to be enough ink 
so that you hear a “tacky” sound but not so much 
that it sounds wet and sticky. 

You are now ready to place your lino block on news-
paper and roll the ink from the roller onto your lino 
block. You want to mimick the sound that it makes 
on the perspex surface. Roll back and forth on the 
lino block until the surface looks evenly inked all 
over with no missing areas or white spots. 



Carefully move the inked lino to the printing press. 
The press should be set prior to use by a teacher or 
artist. Place the lino down in the middle of the press 
bed, face up. Place a clean sheet of paper on top 
of the lino block gently. One this piece of paper has 
made contact, it cannot be repositioned. Lay down 
the press blankets and start to roll the wheel of the 
press so that the inked lino and paper go under the 
roller and come out the other side. 

When you have reached the other side, lift up 
the blankets, and carefully lift the paper from one 
corner. When the paper is clear from the lino press, 
check to make sure it has printed well with a smooth 
solid colour surface. Place paper on the drying  
racks until it is no longer wet to touch. This may  
take several hours. 

When the print is dry, you can sign your print. This 
should include the edition number in the bottom 
left hand corner, the title of your artwork in the 
middle and your artist signature and date in the 
bottom right hand corner. An edition refers to the 
total number of an artwork created from one lino 
block, each numbered and signed by the artist. For 
example, if you printed 4 copies, then you would 
sign the first one, 1/4, the second one 2/4 and  
so forth. 

A Short History  While linoleum was first invented in the 1860s, it wasn't used as a medium for 
printing until the early 1900s in Germany, where it was first used for making patterns on wallpaper! 
Artists ranging from Pablo Picasso to Henri Matisse have made linocuts, and today it is a respected 
art form. 



ON REFLECTION

What is your heritage?  
What does it mean to you? 

The artist, Tommy Pau, represents his 
culture and heritage through the artworks 
in the exhibition. In the artwork, Tagai 
Calendar Print, Pau has depicted a seasonal 
calendar that maps out the sea, wind and 
land activities. It shows specific plants, sea 
animals, birds and wind activities that the 
Islanders use. 

Can you identify some of the images he  
has used? Use the glossary to write a list  
of some of things you found.

ACTIVITY  
Make your own seasonal calendar based 
on your culture and the activities you do at 
different times of year (e.g. Go to the beach 
in summer). 

ACTIVITY 
Create a new star 
constellation by drawing 
a figure connecting many 
of the stars. Once you 
have finished, name your 
constellation and write a 
legend / myth about how the 
constellation came to be in 
the sky. 

A myth is a story that tries to 
explain something or a belief 
and usually contains a moral.

Be imaginative - your story 
can be about anything! 

The artworks in this exhibition are centred around the stories of the stars (legends / myths). Torres 
Strait Islanders pass these stories down orally and use this knowledge to assist them for hunting, 
fishing, navigation and ceremonial uses. Other cultures have also studied the stars and invented 
different visual interpretations. The artist has made some reference to this in artworks such as  
Seg (Orion) and Mabersor (Delphinus). 

Research these two constellations and compare the stories about Orion and Delphinus with  
Tommy Pau’s artwork interpretations. What differences do you notice? What similarities are there? 



GLOSSARY

Adud Wer Bad star

Ari Zogo Rain making ceremony

Arti  Octopus

Asor  Spider shell

Au Gem Big body clothes (what the Eastern   
Wali  islanders call their style of dress)

Aumer Torres Strait Islander pigeon

Beizam Shark 

Bid  Dolphin 

Dogai  Spiritual beings that invariably take   
              the form of women and are ugly

Dorama  Where four tides meet. It is said  
Kes  to be where the mermaids live.

Epreki  Twinkle  

Gaborr A water container 

Gawer Pelican

Gep  Sucker fish

Getali  Crab 

Gib  Stonefish 

Gole Gole Squid 

Kaigas Shovelnose Shark

Kaimeg Friend

Kair  Crayfish

Keosal Sod  Blooming flowers (what the Western   
  islanders call their style of dress)

Koki  Northwest wind 

Kuki  Wet season 

Lamar ebur Spiritual animals

Lar  Fishes 

Lewer  Yams 

Lu Giz  Ancestors

Mabersor  Trumpet shell

Maima The false cross (a group of stars   
  that looks like the Southern Cross)

Maire  A spirit, which exists in two states,   
  Mar and Lamar, and is sent to the  
  afterlife in a ritual ceremony  

Meb  Lives inside the moon

Moramor A red bug that has white strokes on   
  its body and black marks on its wings.

Naiger Northeast wind

Sager  Southeast wind

Saibai  The story of a woman who used to   
  weave mats at night by moonlight

Seg  Anything hung in line on a string

Tagai  The creation deity that is represented  
  by a constellation of stars that spans  
  across the southern sky

Tomog Divination ceremony 
Zogo

Tup  Sardines

U Lid  Coconut shells 

Zab  Garfish 

Zogo Le A spiritual man

Zogo Mir Spiritual ceremonial words  
  for rain-making 

Zugubals Beings who took on human form   
  when they visited Earth
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