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Entering Linda Sok’s Corporeal/Spiritual is to cross the threshold into a space of ritual and 
memorial. As suggested by the title itself, the exhibition is one situated in dualities – between 
the physical and the immaterial, as well as the boundaries between public space and private 
ritual.   
 
Many children of the diaspora are intimately familiar with the duality between our embodied 
experiences and the rituals we learn to perform; a connection to ancestry that is often 
marked by great geographical distances. This dissonance of distance and culture, intentional 
or not, can create a space of rupture but also one of connection and resilience. The 
translation of cultural practices to new environments can create new possibilities.   
 
Corporeal/Spiritual is Sok’s response to some of these concerns, focusing on the materiality 
and conceptual possibilities of Joss paper. The burning of Joss paper is an essential custom 
of Chinese ancestral worship, where the burning paper represents money and material 
goods to provide a wealthy afterlife. Today, you can buy Joss paper in a variety of styles and 
forms, including paper-crafted iPhones and luxury handbags, reflecting the material desires 
of 21st century global citizens.  
 
The works in Corporeal/Spiritual are made from Joss Paper the artist collected from her last 
trip to Cambodia. They are also inspired by the numerous memorial sites to the victims of 
the Khmer Rouge Regime, where human remains are displayed in full public view despite 
the religious desire of the Khmer people for the bodies to be cremated. Reflecting on the 
indignant treatment of the regime victims and the ongoing trauma, as well as the artist’s own 
familial traditions of burning Joss paper, Sok has transformed the gallery space into a space 
for memorial and remembrance.   
 
Through a hand paper-making process of tearing, soaking, and pressing, Sok has created 
new forms from the collected Joss paper. The resulting pieces are pulpy, mulch-like 
sculptural forms. Where Joss paper is often sold in garish, brightly coloured bundles, Sok’s 
intervention transforms them into a different visual experience. The blending of different 
paper together creates a shade that evokes the colour of flesh, which furthers a visceral 
bodily connotation. The traditional appearance of gold is also preserved with the addition of 
gold leaf, which peeks through the textured paper surface in slight glimmers.  
 
By bringing these materials into a gallery context, Sok is casting aside their intended 
purpose to lead us into a broader question of memorialisation, intent and remembrance. 
What does it mean to translate the customs of our ancestors into the white walls of a gallery 
space? What is the implication of displaying what is meant to be burnt?  
 
I write this essay knowing that I will not be able to physically visit the exhibition during its 
showing. At time of writing, travel between NSW and VIC is restricted, and it is only today 
after 6 months of lockdown that the Victorian premier announced Melburnians’ 5km radius 
has now expanded to 25km. Writing about a show that I encounter in images rather than a 
physical experience, a show about the very tenuous relationship between the body and what 
is immaterial, feels like an exercise in remembering itself. Just like ancestors across borders 
and oceans, the gap of distance looms over us.   
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