Offerings of Devotion:
Hong Kong in Paper

Wander the vibrant markets and shopping streets of Hong Kong's
older neighbourhoods and you will discover a charming world of
paper replicas of everyday items. These replicas are offerings to
lost loved ones, and are destined for another world. According to
Chinese custom, the dead can bring no belongings with them to
the afterlife. Instead, they must rely on the living to provide for them
by burning paper replicas of the things they want and need. As the
paper withers to ashes and smoke, the offerings pass from this
world to the next, where they take their genuine form.

Within this world of paper are offerings of every shape and kind,
fit for every possible purpose. With so many designs and styles to
choose from, worshippers can find just the right offerings for their
loved ones. For a departed grandfather: a pair of slippers, some
cigarettes and a songbird. For a beloved mother: a new purse, a
favoured dim sum dish, and a portable radio to listen to Cantonese
opera. For a former business partner: a gold watch, the latest digital
organiser, a briefcase, and a new suit. For a daughter or grandson:
a violin to practise, a new badminton racquet, study materials,
and perhaps the latest video games. Individually, each offering
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represents an intimate and personal connection that transcends
worlds. Collectively, they are a microcosm of Hong Kong that
reflects the city’s desires, obsessions and beliefs.

These paper offerings are made from colourful paper or card
and held together with glue. Elaborate or irregularly shaped designs
are made with a bamboo frame wrapped in crepe paper or papier
mache. Fancier offerings feature cellophane, beads, metallic card
or moulded plastic. Some boast moving parts: bags with functional
zippers; umbrellas that open and close; desk fans with spinning
blades and rotating heads; retractable fishing rods complete with
functioning paper reels. Objects are typically life-size, though
anything larger than a piano or a car will be modelled at a more
convenient scale (without compromising its final size in the afterlife).
Mass-produced designs are common nowadays, but the charming
pieces constructed and decorated by hand remain popular. A few
papercraft masters still fill custom orders for obscure fancies or
exact reproductions of cherished possessions.

Worshipping supplies stores dotted across the city sell
premade paper offerings for a modest price, and staff can advise
on putting together appropriate and auspicious selections. These
little shops also sell incense, ceramic deities, festival decorations
and offering stoves. Hawker stalls in street markets and outside of
cemeteries sell premade offerings as well. Stationery and variety
stores sometimes stock a small selection of items for the dead,
alongside products for the living. Funeral parlours offer large and
lavish paper replicas to accompany funeral ceremonies.

Hong Kong's style of paper offerings are not like the precise,
meticulous replicas made in Taiwan or the mass-produced offerings
from Mainland China. On first impression, they appear cartoonish
and simple. But, on closer inspection, it becomes clear that they are
purposeful interpretations that capture the essence of the object
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Above: The Mong Kok branch of Tin Chao Hong
Worshipping Supplies in Canton Road Street Market

Overleaf: Paper offerings outside the main store of Tin
Chao Hong on Queens Road West in Sai Wan. This was the
largest paper offerings store in Hong Kong until it recently
closed to make way for luxury shops and apartments.
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