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Preface

Hong Kong is a captivating city, and one that I've been lucky enough
to visit many times. One of my favourite things to do there is to walk
through different neighbourhoods, experiencing the energy and
rhythms of everyday life. On one of these walks, | came across a
bustling papercraft workshop. Workers were busy constructing
paper models of luxurious houses, and the workroom was filled with
paper replicas of barbecued ducks, aeroplanes, and small people
with bright pink faces. This was the first time I'd seen people making
paper offerings for the dead. | was fascinated by these charming
models and curious about their significance in people’s lives.

Afew years later, finding myself ataloose end, | decided toreturn
to Hong Kong to explore this world of paper offerings with more
purpose. Before setting off, | reached out to an expert: King-Chung
Siu, a researcher and lover of Hong Kong's everyday design culture.
King invited me to meet him at his office at the Polytechnic Univer-
sity and, after chatting for some time, he suggested we take a walk
to nearby Hung Hom, the city's funeral district. We saw people
working on the footpath, deftly fashioning large-scale paper offer-
ings. We browsed some of the small shops that sell the types of
offerings featured in this book. Though the trade is said to be in
its sunset years, | was surprised and excited to see a vibrant craft
industry surviving into the twenty-first century.
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Over the next five years, | was lucky enough to return to Hong
Kong each year to teach a short university course about the city's
design culture. Between teaching commitments, | spent my time
exploring paper offering shops across the city. In the New Terri-
tories | found hawker stalls lining the roads to cemeteries, selling
offerings for families to burn at the graves of loved ones and
ancestors. On Hong Kong Island, | visited the impressive shops on
Queens Road West. Some of these stores were big enough that their
offerings were arranged in sections, almost like a department store.
Sadly the biggest of these have recently disappeared and are being
replaced by luxury apartments. | worked my way across Kowloon,
visiting smaller neighbourhood stores where customers and staff
were always busy chatting. | was so curious to know what they were
talking about and wished | could strike up a conversation, but | only
knew the most basic Cantonese.

Language wasn't my only limitation. | was also restricted by a
modest budget and the dimensions of Hong Kong Post’s largest
carton box. There were so many offerings | would have loved to
collect—I always came away from the paper offering shop wishing
for more. | had to walk away from life-size electric guitars coated
in red glitter, bicycles, cooktops with attached gas bottles, fancy
dogs with curly paper rolls of fur. Perhaps these longings reveal
something of my own preferences for the afterlife. In any case,
however many | collected, | could never match the vast range of
products on offer. Within these limits, | set about curating the selec-
tion that appears in this book. My hope is that it will give you a sense
of what Hong Kong offers for the afterlife. Most are staple items (dim
sum dishes, wardrobe essentials, household items and the like) but
some reflect trends in the paper offerings market at the time (sushi,
streetwear, and tech goods, among others). | have aimed to show.a
range of designs—some simple, others creative or unusual—and I've
taken a particular interest in offerings that are unique to Hong Kong.
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The paper offerings workshop | came across in Sheung Wan.
It closed a few years after this photo was taken.
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The makers of the works featured in this book are unknown to
me. These days, paper offerings are only occasionally custom made
by well-known masters. Like most of the offerings for sale, the objects
photographed for this book were handcrafted according to a pattern.
Usually, | would find a few of the same object for sale in a store,
especially for popular offerings like clothing and food. Sometimes |
found the same design in different stores and, occasionally, | found
a one-of-a-kind; possibly the last of its type to be sold.

After picking out and purchasing a selection of offerings in a
shop, the staff would bundle them into suitcase-sized red plastic
shopping bags for me. Loaded up with this fragile cargo, | negoti-
ated the city’s crowded streets, narrow turnstiles, and busy buses,
trams and trains. With one load safely stashed in my room, | would
head out again in search of the next. By the end of each visit to
Hong Kong, my tiny room would be overflowing with paper objects.
Before leaving for the airport | carefully wrapped, boxed, and posted
them. A few days later, a stream of paper offerings would start
arriving at my home in Australia, almost as if | had arrived in the
afterlife. | stored them in my house (to the concern of some of my
Chinese friends' parents, who felt this was liable to bring me bad
fortune) and photographed them in a makeshift home studio.

In photographing these objects, I've aimed to showcase their
ingenious and creative designs and to draw attention to their most
interesting features. Smaller paper offerings are usually sold and
burned in decorated protective paper boxes. In some cases, I've
photographed offerings without their boxes so that they are easier
to see. Sometimes I've taken an item out of a boxed set and photo-
graphed it separately to draw attention to it. I've included multiple
photographs of objects that move. You'll likely recognise most of the
objects, but if you want to know what they are, you can find short
descriptions in the index at the back of the book.
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To give context to the photographs, I've written 'Offerings of
Devotion: Hong Kong in Paper'. In this short introduction, I've outlined
how paper offerings are constructed, sold, and burned, and shared
some thoughts about the custom'’s significance and future. | hope
this text can familiarise readers who are new to the culture and
reacquaint those who have grown up with it.

Being an outsider to Hong Kong and its world of paper offerings
comes with obvious limitations. | would love to more easily make
connections with people, learn about their lives, and listen to their
stories. But being in this position has its benefits, too. Learning
about a culture from an outside perspective allows you to see its
customs with a fresh pair of eyes. When | would tell people from
Hong Kong that | wanted to make a book about paper offerings
for the dead, the usual response was a short pause followed by a
puzzled ‘Why?' Some wondered why | would needlessly bring such
a large helping of bad luck on myself. But most seemed surprised
that | would take such an interest in something so everyday and
unremarkable.

When media attention is given to paper offerings, it is often
focused on the latest outrageous or extreme designs. It's not
surprising then that many outsiders think the custom is silly and
unsophisticated. Certainly there are amusing and, from time to time,
even distasteful designs. But a remarkable aspect of paper offering
culture is its ability to reflect everything about life, from the absurd
to the ordinary. Offerings can be preposterous or poignant, heart-
warming or heartbreaking. Each worshipper can choose an offering
that reflects their relationship with the recipient.

I'm fortunate to be able to complement my outsider’s view with
those of two expert insiders. King-Chung Siu has kindly written
the foreword to this book. King has been researching and shaping
Hong Kong's art and design culture for over thirty years. He is a
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co-founder of the Community Museum Project and has written
several excellent books, including Lesser Designs and Designs
You Don’t Know What to Do With. In 2019, King introduced me to
his friend and colleague Rosanna Li Wei-Han. Rosanna is one of
Hong Kong's most respected ceramicists. If you are in Hong Kong,
you can see some of her much-loved sculptures at Yau Tong MTR
station. She is a witty and playful artist and designer who has been
fascinated by paper offerings since her childhood growing up in
Hung Hom. She has kindly written a wonderful essay for this book,
which follows the photographs.

After spending several years learning about the custom, I've
come to see paper offering culture as a touching and thoughtful
expression of human relationships. Paper offerings are a way to
care for others—sometimes in surprising ways. Among the offerings
| found is a beat-up black and gold boombox. | was surprised it was
for sale: it was bent out of shape and most of its dials were about
to fall off. The seller was offering it at a discount, but I'm not sure
who would want to make an offering of it. | liked it enough to buy it,
but, being so badly damaged, | didn't bother to photograph it and
instead put it away in a box. Several years later, | took it out and
noticed something hidden inside. | cut through the sticky tape that
held the cassette deck closed and, to my surprise, found a paper
cassette (it appears on page 177). The label on the cassette says
that it is a recording of The Flower Princess, a famous Chinese
opera, performed by the Underworld Opera Troupe (one of dozens
of underworld companies, departments, and organisations featured
on the offerings found in this book. You can find a full list of them
at the back of the book). | was amazed that someone has taken the
time to craft this cassette, for a customer who will never know it'is
there, so that it can be offered to a listener in another world.
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One master said that he doesn't really believe that his paper
crafts end up in heaven. And yet he has dedicated his life to making

them so as to bring comfort to people who believe that they do.

Making, selling, and burning paper offerings are acts of love and
devotion. This book, itself a bundle of paper, is an offering to these
makers, sellers, and burners. It is a record of their dedication and
devotion and of their contribution to Hong Kong culture. Paper
offerings spend only a short time in this world before they are sent
to the next. My hope is that this book can allow a memory of them to
linger here a little longer.

Chris Gaul
July 2022

Preface

MESEBEBHER » RVEBSRESUCAERME
BT ANBAZENBRES - MRDEREEHANE
B—AREEZUSCATRBARINAR - ERZWHE
mF o A—ERSENFARRTEENRIEE TRERRE
Bl 0 BESH » AERERERE - BHEHNER
€ MAERFREZE  ERBRLAADREESE
REME - BERILCET TR BEAXBRIBMESH
R MERARIT  BERZHRERTERIIZANE
¥ > ERIFMBHET RERIHAIBE BB HIRRRK
REZE SRR ET (RFE177H) - M LR E
ZRER (WXIE) - HEHBEERE (BaztFas
P~ Az — FRBREIINLE) - HERTABA
EEERERET —SEBRTHINEFENGESS > A
AR5 — (Bt SRAVER R SRR S o

BUMMEES > I AXEEE CHEmERNERER
 BUNBERNDERF > FEEBEENEETR—4
LR o WF - HE » BWIEMERERITEMEZEEN - T
EURARRNEDSS » BIGFHTAME « MARAMREE -
ZRESHRMPINAO MY - URHEEXCHER ° %
RmEEEREFAIERUERRZ > RROBERESE
BX A EEFIBVENLE o

S
2022 F 78

B

Xxvii





