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“"to hear all the sounds in the world” — Annie Wong
YYZ Artists’' Outlet, Toronto, 20 September to
6 December 2025

sister, where Sifu Julian Diego—fire arts
practitioner and Wong’s kung fu teach-

How do diasporic subjects remain in re-
lation to their ancestors when rituals that
once held those bonds are disrupted, trans-
lated, or misunderstood across continents?
Annie Wong’s “to hear all the sounds in
theworld” at YYZ Artists’ Outlet takes this
question as its heartbeat, using joss paper,
performance, and printed apparitions as a
material vocabulary to map fragmented
inheritances. Wong explores the limits of
remembering and reclaiming ancestors,
including countless distant and unknown
ones, while suggesting that these bonds
can be forged and brought into the pres-
ent through attentive, tender, and parti-
al gestures.

The gallery’s quiet registers first. A
large sweeping arc of joss paper hangs hor-
izontally from the ceiling, forming a rhyth-
mic cadence of life and death, of preparation
and anticipation. Hundreds of intercon-
nected serene faces of the devotees of Guan-
yin, the Bodhisattva of compassion, float in
a contemplative curve, their matte surfaces
absorbing and diffusing the overhead light.
Assembled from many sheets of 100 Ghosts
(—A®R) joss paper, which Wong encoun-
tered through her research beginning in
2020, the work reflects a process of careful
repetition. Originally conceived as halo-like
cutouts, the faces are folded to emerge from
the surface and stand upright. Their still-
ness carries a sense of imminence, the mo-
ment before ritual, or the instant when
breath is drawn but not yet released. Wong
described the installation as something that
“emerged on its own” as she assembled it,
bending and rising naturally with fishing
wire for support. What began in a flat plane
evolved into a sculptural wave, invoking the
ocean as a metaphor for migration, where
physical distance, temporal dislocation, and
the pull of return are held in constant mo-
tion. Below, a metal fire bucket stands ready.
The absence of combustion positions the
viewer at a threshold where offerings are
prepared but not yet sent.

The suspended faces pulled me back
to childhood afternoons in my father’s
hometown of Putian, hiking with my
family to visit ancestral graves. I was too
young to understand the cosmology and
reciprocity embedded in the burning of
joss paper, which offers care to ances-
tors and deceased family in exchange
for protection and continued connec-
tion between generations. I remember
the smoke thinning among the trees,
folding into the green of the forest, the
scent of foliage mingling with paper. Af-
ter moving overseas as a teenager, such
memories became rare threads anchor-
ing a home that had begun to feel dis-
tant. Entering Wong’s exhibition, those
threads tugged again, softly but firmly.

This floating multiplicity evokes not
only Guanyin but the countless unnamed
women, devotees, and ancestral figures
whose acts of care shaped Guanyin’s iconog-
raphy. In her text “How to Burn Paper for
the Dead” (Mice Magazine, 2017), Wong re-
flects on the “ghost” carried by the diasporic
subject as the residue of ancestral rituals,
practices that remain ordinary and domes-
tic, woven into daily life yet rendered spec-
tral or estranged within Westernized spaces.
I thought of the small burning rituals for my
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grandfather that my family practiced during
my childhood in Xiamen, gradually fading as
the city grew more urban and attuned to new
ideas of safety and order shaped by glob-
al influences. What remains with me is not
a clear causal narrative but the sensation of
change, of watching a practice thin out until
only its echoes linger.

During the opening, Wong and her
sister Jennifer Vong performed Waking Up
the Girls, folding several Guanyin faces up-
right while calling “Wake up” in Canton-
ese. Wong later told me that when she was
taught how to pray for ancestors, her moth-
er referred to the act as waking them up. Re-
vived in Wong’s hands, the act became a rec-
ognition of the women whose stories were
thinned by migration. The installation, once
still, shifted into a subtle awakening.

Pinned along the wall, —H 5 / 100
Ghosts (2019—2020) extends this inquiry into
spectral memory. Faces are screenprint-
ed with varied clarity onto a field of gilded
joss paper. Some are crisp, others blurred
or slightly out of register, forming a deli-
cate grammar of haunting. As a breeze pass-
es, the gold shimmers, echoing Wong’s rec-
ollection of burning paper shoes, trousers,
and shirts for distant ancestors across Chi-
na and Vietnam with her mother. These
prints recall acts of care eroded not by
forgetting but by the slow pressure of as-
similation and urban life. The emotion-
al architecture remains in fleeting sparks
of recognition.

In “How to Burn Paper,” Wong fur-
ther describes the Chinese afterlife as a
bureaucratic realm of ongoing errands
and obligations, a world where the dead
continue to eat, pay debts, and navigate
daily life. This stands in contrast to West-
ern narratives of heaven or transcendence.
Standing before the shimmering sheets, I
felt the uncanny tension familiar to many
diasporic subjects: the sense of being both
tethered to and estranged from familial
pasts. Derrida’s notion of hauntology, ref-
erenced by Wong, helps illuminate this
space, where the past returns not as settled
inheritance but as partial, insistent echoes.
Wong renders this oscillation visible, ma-
terializing the fragile traces through which
care persists.

Wong situates her broader practice
within hauntology in the East Asian dias-
pora, exploring how belief systems sur-
rounding ghosts, spirits, and minor gods
provide a lens for understanding remem-
brance and collective histories. She also
references Stuart Hall’s idea that identi-
ties are shaped through past narratives,
a concept that re-sonates throughout the
installation. The work visualizes frag-
mented transmissions, revealing how di-
asporic subjects navigate overlapping
and sometimes conflicting cultural time-
lines, carrying multiple inheritances that
never fully align yet continue to shape
lived experience.

Small details deepen these resonanc-
es. A single orange rests on a plate on a
small red platform jutting out from the
wall, recalling altars of New Year offerings
for ancestors, like those from my own
family home. The fire bucket beneath the
central installation remained unlit until it
was carried outside by the artist and her

er—performed a fire ceremony as a gift to
the 100 spirit figures. The burning of the
100 Ghosts joss paper carried the ritual
to completion, linking interior anticipa-
tion with outdoor release.

The exhibition’s red walls, the rhyth-
mic wave of paper faces, the flicker of gi-
lded prints, and the humble gestures of care
create a trembling equilibrium between stil-
Iness and motion, inheritance and imagi-
nation. Wong cultivates a space where di-
asporic inheritance is not a narrative of
loss. Through acts of folding, offering,
and attentive looking, she suggests that
connection endures even when lineage is
fractured. Ancestry appears not as aresur-
rected whole, but as a series of fleeting,
companionable presences that make them-
selves felt in the quietest of moments.
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es contemporary art and storytelling, often draw-
ing on diasporic experience, cultural identity, and
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Artoronto.ca, and photoED, while her curatorial
projects have been featured by Dezeen, e-flux, the
Art Museum at the University of Toronto, CON-
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