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Chapter 1 Introduction

Introduction

The usually quiet Nine Emperor Gods temples and their constituent communities across Singapore
gradually come to life at the turn of the eighth lunar month with great excitement and anticipation. In fact,
even the other celebrated major festive periods in these temples, such as Lunar New Year, Seventh Month,
Thanksgiving rituals during the conclusion of the lunar calendar, and birthdays of other key deities, pale in

comparison to the scale, intensity and fervour of the Nine Emperor Gods Festival.

Temple members and helpers working in close contact with the Inner Chambers of the Nine Emperor
Gods temples, the censers, and other objects directly related to the Nine Emperor Gods, begin their diet and
abstinence from alcohol, sexual relations and contact with potentially ritually polluting situations. Additionally,
the Nine Emperor Gods temples are thoroughly cleaned during the said eighth month, with particular concentration
on the kitchen. After cleaning, temples not only raise the sign for zhai jie, but also replace their usual red-themed
decorations with yellow, for instance yellow lanterns and candles. Worshippers officially begin their vegetarian

diet and abstinences thereafter to prepare themselves for the onset of the Nine Emperor Gods Festival.

At the end of the eighth lunar month, particularly during the evening of the final day, large crowds
dressed in white, yellow or a combination of the two colours usually gather at water sources—the sea, rivers,
or reservoirs—across Singapore, including East Coast Park, Changi Beach, Punggol Marina, Kranji, Tuas to
receive the Nine Emperor Gods. Often, the devotees kneel in silence save for the chants of the Daoist priests and
Buddhist ritual specialists, the rhythms of their bells and other musical or chanting instruments, and the crashing
of the waves. Whilst some temples send their representatives into the sea to receive a sacred but secret object, or
to “invite” water via incense censers or containers, others would receive confirmation through the arrival of the
Nine Emperor Gods through their mediums, or by casting divination blocks after the invitation rituals. Common
across the temples is the recognition of the arrival of the Nine Emperor Gods with the rocking and swaying of the
palanquins carrying the censers and sacred objects en route to the temples and festival sites that are accompanied

by elated shouts from the contingents and crowds present.

Officially, the Nine Emperor Gods Festival is marked by the lighting and raising of the Nine Lamps
at the temples or festival sites prior to or after the coastal inviting ceremony. Maintained lit throughout the nine
festival days, the lamps are only taken down on the 10" day to signify the end of the festival. The nine days of
the festival witness temples and festival sites receiving continuous streams of devotees seeking to pay respects
and make offerings in addition to their attendance of special rituals for blessings, performances, special events
and prayer sessions. In fact, special rituals scheduled in the early hours of the morning are attended by smaller
groups of temple participants in certain temples. Medium consultations are also conducted in tandem with some
of the special rituals for devotees. Common to the experiences of the attendees and devotees is the experience
of being constantly enveloped by incense smoke from various incense, including those in the censers or coiled
incense hung from the ceiling. Considering the corralling of devotees, the Nine Emperor Gods Festival must also
be recognised as an occasion for “reunifications” of friends, families, and even neighbours and former residents,
as well as an arena for socialising and the formation of camaraderie with new people amidst their devotions to

the Nine Emperor Gods at a time of self-purification and abstinence.

Devotees are also met with a free flow of vegetarian food at temples and festival sites, with some
even evolving into vegetarian food fairs in the past decade. Similarly, special vegetarian feasts are also hosted for
the Nine Emperor Gods. Food aside, the Nine Emperor Gods and the other attending devotees are also treated to

opera and singing performances during the festival.
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Chapter 1 Introduction

>
Charn Mao Hern Kew Huang Keng (Kew Huang

Keng) receiving the Nine Emperor Gods and Dou Mu

Yuan Jun at East Coast Park.
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By and large, the largest devotee turnout occurs on the evening of the ninth day—the height of the
festival—for the sending-off ceremony of the Nine Emperor Gods, with devotees decked in white or yellow
depending on their respective temples’ dress codes. The ceremony often involves the sending away of the
censer or some other sacred object by the sea or river by the temples and devotees. In some temples, the
ceremony involves the attendance of the mediums and/or statues of the Nine Emperor Gods or other deities
in these temples, as the censers, sacred objects, and deity statues made the journey to the sea or river in their
rocking and swaying palanquins for their sending-off accompanied by the devotees. Unlike the old days where
the processions took place by foot, present-day ceremonies, instead, might involve the use of hired buses and
lorries for transportation of the devotees and helpers, palanquins and mediums. Sombre silence usually descends
over the locations for the respective sending-off ceremonies once the rituals commence, with happiness and relief
only achieved with the successful sending off of the Nine Emperor Gods via their censers, and the burning of
the Dragon Ships and other implements of the festival, including the white headscarves and yellow cloth belts.
That said, most temples regard the conclusion of the sending-off ceremony as being indicated by the lowering of
the Nine Lamps the next morning as aforementioned, rather than the sending-off ceremony. Most temples today
hold feasts to thank their helpers and devotees, as well as sponsors, after the festival, prior to the return to quiet

normality till the following year.

The Nine Emperor Gods Festival is one of the largest Chinese religious festivals in Singapore,
Malaysia, and southern Thailand today. It continues to grow in scale and stature. What is the history of this
festival in Singapore? How did the worship of the Nine Emperor Gods make its way to Singapore and how has
the landscape of Nine Emperor Gods temples and festivals in Singapore changed in the last century and more?
How have rituals and practices evolved? How have the Nine Emperor Gods temples and festival communities
changed or adapted to the transformations in the physical, cultural, social and economic environments in
Singapore? What are the key features of the festival today? What is the future of the festival? These are the
questions that this chapter shall address before we enter into a visual tour of the fifteen festival sites and temples

covered in our study.
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Devotees crossing the Bridge of Blessing at Leng

San Giam Dou Mu Gong.
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<
Raising the Nine Lamps at Leong Nam Temple

following their cleaning and refuelling.
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Chapter 1 Introduction

>
Daoist priest conducting special prayers for the Nine

Emperor Gods at Hong San Temple in the early hours

of the sixth day of the ninth lunar month.
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>
Paying respects to the Nine Emperor Gods at Kim San

Tze prior to the sending-off ceremony.
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A
Yu Huang Dian Yu Hai Tang Guan Yin Tang’s

(Yu Hai Tang’s) censer masters escorting the Nine

Emperors’ censer out into the open sea.
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Chapter 1 Introduction Field Sites of Study and the Festival Landscape

e BEURSUR R BT TR AR R SRR GBF
sl £ SR YU, 1995), 62-64. A spirit tablet to the
Nine Emperor Gods and Dou Mu can be found on page 70

of the same publication.

> WL, LA R (L S SRR 6 7T
BB T FEALREE R A, BT H AR,

October 5, 2019, e-copy retrieved from Factiva.

3 For context, see WA, ed., Z4¢ T K EBEH N E
SE GErndge: HrmsiE b, 2019).

©BPEERT, AEEI% and XM, ROWETICL (Hk
VEE - ZETEHIRZ W], 2008), 79-81; and FRIEEH,
LIRS ZEREERIS (2019))
Nine Emperor Gods Project, January 25, 2020, https://
nineemperorgodsproject.com/2020/01/25/sam-siang-

keng.

CUNBAIR SEEMIEEBIR” BHRR, October
14,1937, 5.

© BRI MR R BLILETE” S F i, October
16,1934,9.

T CRBULEAS MR RIAGE ST EEERR,
October 30, 1957, 14. Interestingly, in all three cases,
these temples and altars were founded near two other
established Nine Emperor Gods Temples.

* e, comp., JFEICAG: B RASH A (B
AT BRZA 7T, 2005), 125

Field Sites of Study and the Festival Landscape

Our project concentrated on documenting and researching fifteen temples and festival sites in
Singapore that have a history of hosting the festival for more than three years. They are (in alphabetical order):
Charn Mao Hern Kew Huang Keng (henceforth, “Kew Huang Keng”, Arumugam Road), Choa Chu Kang Tao Bu
Keng ( Teck Whye Lane), Hong San Temple (Defu Lane 12), Hougang Tou Mu Kung ( Upper Serangoon Road),
Jia Zhui Kang Dou Mu Gong Feng Shan Si (hereafter, “Jia Zhui Kang Dou Mu Gong” in Yishun Ring Road),
Kim San Tze (Jalan Ulu Siglap), Leng San Giam Dou Mu Gong (Ang Mo Kio Avenue 1), Leong Nam Temple
(in Fernvale Crescent), Long Nan Szye (in Bukit Batok), Nan Shan Hai Miao (Bedok Reservoir Road), Shin Sen
Keng (Jurong West Street 42), Xuan Wu Shan Han Lin Yuan Qing Nang Lao Yu Lou Chun (henceforth, “Xuan
Wu Shan”, Jurong East Street 21, Yu Feng Jiu Huang Dian (in Jurong East Avenue 1), Yu Huang Dian Yu Hai
Tang Guan Yin Tang (henceforth, “Yu Hai Tang”, Bedok Reservoir Road), and Zhun Ti Tang (Sengkang West),
respectively. Fieldwork was conducted by our student teams in these sites over two festival cycles between May
2016 and March 2018. While our research primarily centered around these temples and sites during the festival
period and the preceding month of preparation, our teams also sought to cover, whenever possible, other religious
events taking place at these temples. This approach allowed us to gain a comprehensive understanding of the

context and environments of these institutions and how they relate to the Nine Emperor Gods.

Aside from these fifteen temples, we have also come across many other temples that observed
the Nine Emperor Gods Festival. Some preliminary fieldwork was also performed at the Tiong Ghee Temple
(Stirling Road), where the Nine Emperor Gods Festival was observed under Quanzhen Daoist auspices, focusing
on Dipper worship rituals by the priests and the preparation of different Dipper Lamps during the nine days.
Black and white photographs that are contained within a commemorative volume and the titular plaque of an
altar devoted to Doumu and a wide-rimmed censer on the second floor of the premises today suggest that an

older Nine Emperor Gods temple by the name of Mu Xian Gong may have merged with the temple in the 1970s.!

In 2016, a new organisation, Nan Bei Dou Mu Gong, held its first festival in an open field located in
front of the Eunos Mass Rapid Transit (MRT) Station. Interestingly, this entity seems to have drawn on Xinghua
temples from the Putian community in Singapore for manpower and support, as well as the vegetarian fare
offered during the festival.? Likewise, the Singapore Yu Huang Gong (Telok Ayer Street) also began observing
the Nine Emperor Gods Festival in 2018 under Quanzhen auspices.’ The Nine Emperor Gods Festival was also
observed at Hoon Sian Keng Temple (Upper Changi Road) between 2016 and 2018. This temple shared an
important historical relationship with Sam Siang Keng Temple in Johor Bahru, which has been hosting the Nine

Emperor Gods Festival after 1949.*

Not every temple that observed the Nine Emperor Gods Festival, however, had withstood the test of
time. Regrettably, aside from their names, we have little information about these institutions and their histories.
One organisation which observed the Nine Emperor Gods Festival before 1945 was the Yuan Tian Gong located
in the Lemongrass Village (c. 1937).° There might have also been a temple or following that was devoted to the
Nine Emperor Gods at Tan Chu Kang (present-day Sungai Mandai Kechil), where opera performances were
organised in the deities” honour on the ninth day of the ninth lunar month of 1934.° Similarly, photographs in the
collection of Leong Nam Temple suggest that a temple known as Lian Shan Dou Mu Gong may have operated
in post-War Singapore, although little knowledge about the temple’s activities exists today. Other organisations
such as the Hougang Hua Long Gong Yun De Tan Xuan Zhong Miao and Sheng Nan Tan Jiu Shi Tan also hosted
the Nine Emperor Gods Festival within the Great World City complex in the 1950s.” Interestingly, this trend was
already evident in Shanghai during the 1920s, with the hosting of the Nine Emperor Gods Festival in Shanghai’s
Great World City. Furthermore, Leong Nam Temple was also founded within the premises of the East World

Complex during the 1960s.*
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>
Leong Nam Temple visiting what seems to be Lian

Shan Dou Mu Gong as seen from the characters
emblazoned on the back of the drummers’ clothing,

1985. Photograph courtesy of Leong Nam Temple.

19854F , Je MRV 1L SHEE (M 19854E
FRIREEES) o A RIER L.

° Ong Choo Kee was of Nan’an ancestry.

R, LR SRR CIOIN SR
7, 2006), 4.

Today, there are at least twenty temples observing the festival on the island. Each year, the number of
Nine Emperor Gods Festival sites continues to increase as new organizations or altars are established to organize
them, or older Nine Emperor Gods altars or temples are revived. This is partly attributed to the popularity and
significance of the Nine Emperor Gods Festival among Chinese communities in Singapore. The festival has
garnered attention across various media platforms, both traditional and modern, particularly in relation to the
preservation of intangible cultural heritage. As new generations become more acquainted with the festival and its
historical importance to Chinese communities and their cultural traditions in Singapore, its prominence continues
to grow. This, in itself, was not new, as there was a similar surge in interest in the 1980s and 1990s from the
Singapore Tourism Board’s attempts to include the festival in the marketing of Singapore as a tourist destination.
As we delve further into this chapter and volume, it becomes evident that the Nine Emperor Gods Festival has
successfully adapted to the rapidly changing physical and socio-cultural landscapes in Singapore since 1965. In
parallel, younger generations of Singaporeans have started to embrace traditional culture and festivals such as

the Nine Emperor Gods Festival as a means of negotiating their heritage and identity within a globalized world.

The Nine Emperor Gods temples in Singapore:
An Early History

Most of the earliest known Nine Emperor Gods temples in Singapore before 1942 were founded
with incense ashes that devotees had brought with them from two of the oldest Nine Emperor Gods temples in
Malaysia, the Hong Kong Street Dou Mu Gong in Penang and the Nan Tian Gong in Ampang respectively. In
1902, Ong Choo Kee brought incense ashes from the Hong Kong Street Dou Mu Gong, and originally enshrined
them within his home.’ Later, as the shrine’s popularity grew, Ong Chwee Tow (d. 1924), a tycoon from Zhao’an
who made his fortune in the pineapple business, contributed a large sum of money to the shrine’s relocation to
its incumbent premises. At its new (and current) site in 1921, stelae with the names of the temple’s sponsors
indicated that Ong Chwee Tow was the foremost donor among them, having contributed three thousand dollars
to the temple’s construction.!” The temple even had the luxury of having a permanent opera stage built within
its grounds, where actors performed in the direction of the temple’s Inner Chamber located on the second storey
of an octagonal tower. Hougang Tou Mu Kung is widely recognized as the oldest Nine Emperor Gods temple

in Singapore.
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Chapter 1 Introduction

>
Located in Upper Serangoon Road since 1921,

the Hougang Tou Mu Kung building includes an

octagonal tower behind the main hall .

JERISFEEE 192 VEIGT B S b i HBL. TR
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>
Main altar within the Jia Zhui Kang Dou Mu Gong

containing a pair of couplets of the characters “sun”
and “moon”, undated, c. late 1970s and 1980s.

Photograph courtesy of Jia Zhui Kang Dou Mu Gong.
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UORILE ZRSE G KUl E g2y, 2005), 28.
Interestingly, Ong Chwee Tow was also a patron of this
temple, and his name could still be found on the signboard

in front of the organisation’s main entrance up till today.

The Nine Emperor Gods temples in Singapore: An Early History

Several other early Nine Emperor Gods temples in Singapore derived their incense lineage from
the Ampang Nan Tian Gong as well. In the northern part of Lemongrass Village, particularly around Tai Seng,
incense ashes from the Ampang temple were brought to the community in 1906 by three men of Zhangzhou
ancestry, who enshrined the incense in a makeshift altar in the village. It was only in 1928 that a new temple
was built and consecrated as the Hong San Temple."" A similar trajectory is observed in the history of Shin
Sen Keng. The founder of Shin Sen Keng, who was a medium, brought incense ashes from Nan Tian Gong
when he migrated to Singapore from Malaya in 1920, along with his wife. They settled in a village around
Alexandra Road, where the inhabitants later supported them by building a temple dedicated to the Nine Emperor
Gods. When the couple returned to China, the shrine was left in the care of the kampong inhabitants who then
proceeded to select a new medium from among their youths. The incense in Jia Zhui Kang Dou Mu Gong is also

believed to have come from Ampang.

For Choa Chu Kang Tao Bu Keng which started in Sungei Tengah village in 1920, the worship
of the Nine Emperor Gods began when one of the villagers, a fisherman by trade, found an incense censer
as he was out fishing. He had a dream that night informing him that the incense censer belonged to the Nine
Emperor Gods. He had first worshipped the censer in his house and observed the festival with a few of his
acquaintances, before building a temple in 1945. There are two stories concerning the origins of the incense at
Tao Bu Keng temple, with one relating that Cai En had invited the incense from Jia Zhui Kang Dou Mu Gong
after building the temple, while another remembered that the incense was brought from Penang by Cai En and

the village chief, Mr. Wang Ke Wei, who had helped the former find a better plot of land to build a new temple.
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Exterior and interior of Hong San Temple, 1954.

Photographs courtesy of Koh Lian What.
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|
Main altar within Choa Chu Kang Tao Bu Keng

decorated with a pair of couplets with the characters
“sun” and “moon”, undated, c. late 1970s and 1980s.
Photograph courtesy of Choa Chu Kang Tao Bu
Keng.
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Chapter 1 Introduction The Nine Emperor Gods temples in Singapore: An Early History

>
Original location of Choa Chu Kang Tao Bu Keng

in Sungei Tengah, undated (likely 1980s-1990s).
Photographs courtesy Choa Chu Kang Tao Bu Keng.

SEJE VSRR AR, PR (1980-19904E4%)
TR RS- B R R A

2 W[ 3-FFE (@rengittowbookeng), “More  info:
Additional Information,” Facebook profile, accessed July
1, 2022, https://www.facebook.com/rengittowbookeng/
about/.

3 Many of these individuals and their commemorative
photographs have been featured in ZZ Il =¥ H H
TG 1947-1997 GROb: RObHTIL=
g, 1997).

MORREMEES, A% B LR A VA AR T R, AR o
YRR B4R 4 (2013): 90-97; and BRKAT, “MAEE
R ASER AR SCARIE R, S NS R4 2:1
(2010): 51-67.

The early history of the Nine Emperor Gods Festival in Singapore, starting in the twentieth century,
indicates that it was a southward expansion of the incense burning and worship of the Nine Emperor Gods from
southern Siam and Penang to the peninsula during the nineteenth century. It followed the routes and networks
of Chinese mobility and circulation between British Malaya (including Penang and Malacca) and Singapore
strengthened through the second half of the nineteenth century via the development of the tin industry, Chinese
migration to different parts of the peninsula, and the expanding circulation of Chinese capital, manpower and
commerce between the Straits Settlements and the peninsular states, alongside the expansion of British control
and infrastructure on the peninsula. Interesting questions remain as to why the incense and festival only began to

be observed in Singapore after the turn of the twentieth century.

However, the historical journeys that were taken by the Nine Emperor Gods” worshippers do not
always lend themselves to such neatly characterised relationships. For example, Hong Zhanzan brought the
Nine Emperor Gods to worship with him from Bukit Ho Swee in Singapore into Batu Pahat via the port of
Senggarang. Later, as a result of the Japanese Occupation, among other reasons, the Nine Emperor Gods worship
relocated several times, before it finally settled in Rengit where it became the Long Yin Dou Mu Gong as we
know it today."? Similarly, several individuals from the Hoon Sian Keng temple crossed the border to help in
the Nine Emperor Gods Festival in Sam Siang Keng, Johor Bahru as well."* Closer to the present day, Kim San
Tze’s worship of the Nine Emperor Gods was also introduced to the Yilan Wujie Sheng Qing Gong on Taiwan
island in 2017, although the latter had situated their worship within traditions and practices very different from

those in Singapore.

In the decades after 1945, we will see the continuation and expansion of these mobilities,
connections, and the circulation of incense in peninsula Southeast Asia. In the case of Xuan Wu Shan, whose
history was intimately connected to the Lau Jit Kee Hiang and Qing Nang Lao Yu Lou Chun opera troupes, the
Chaozhou owner of the troupe was said to have brought the original incense of the temple from Xuan Wu Shan
in Guangdong. He was also said to have travelled with his troupe through Thailand through the peninsula to
Singapore. The naming of the Nine Emperor Gods as the Nine Emperor Buddhas, as depicted in the photos of
the Nine Emperor Gods and Dou Mu Niang Niang palanquin from the 1970s and 1980s, indicates a significant
association between the Nine Emperor Gods Festival and practices among the predominantly Chaozhou Chinese

communities in Bangkok. '*
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Chapter 1 Introduction The Nine Emperor Gods temples in Singapore: An Early History

>
Main altar of the Xuan Wu Shan Nine Emperor Gods

Festival in an opera stage-like structure near the Lau
Chit Kee Hiang opera troupe office on Kim Yam
Road, c. the late 1970s and early 1980s. Photograph
courtesy of Ronni Pinsler, from the Ronni Pinsler

collection, National Archives of Singapore.

ZRINNWEREEY . G ESRBIE—
XERIEDFALEEEIE. BH BB SR
Bfl. 19704E4RK19804ER ). JEAH Ronni
Pinsler $2fit, ¥k E KPS FHRonni  Pinslerl
o

5 For context, see Carl A. Trocki, “The Origins of the
Kangchu System 1740-1860,” Journal of the Malaysian
Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society 49:2 (1976): 132-155.

16 Initially, the tradition involved receiving and sending off
the Nine Emperor Gods by the sea beyond the oil stores
in Pasir Panjang. However, over time, the locations for
these rituals shifted to other areas. This included the river/
canal near the old Fraser & Neave Building at Lower
Delta/Havelock Road, and subsequently, the river/canal
between Great World City and the old HDB estate of

Covent Garden.

What was interesting in terms of the early Nine Emperor Gods temples in Singapore, as well as
others founded before the 1970s, was their geographical distribution on the island. Before 1945, most of these
temples were in the rural areas of Singapore. These included the three northern temples connected with the
waterways in the region, such as Hougang, Chua Chu Kang, and the Jing Shui Gang (Jia Zhui Kang) and Hong
San Temple in the Lemongrass Garden/Paya Lebar area.'® The exception was perhaps Shin Shen Keng, situated
in the first decades of its existence in the kampongs of the Alexandra Road/Dawson Place and Henderson/Leng
Kee area, along the upper reaches of the Singapore River (close to Bo Ber Gang).'® Xuan Wu Shan, which was
based in the Kim Yam Road area in or around the office and living quarters of the owner and members of the
Lau Jit Kee Hiang and later Qing Nang Lao Yu Lou Chun troupes. This was the closest a festival site came to the

urban centre, which might be due to the fact that it was associated with the opera profession and trade.
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Chapter 1 Introduction The Nine Emperor Gods Festival in Pre-War Singapore

17 One of the earliest reports regarding the Nine Emperor
Gods Festival discovered thus far in a Chinese newspaper
from Singapore can be traced back to the Lat Pau in 1907.
In a section likely pertaining to the Guangdong region or
authored by an individual from that region, the journalist
described coming across a lavishly adorned Daoist temple
(adorned with vibrant lamps and banners in white and
green). This encounter served as the inspiration for the

journalist to compose a satirical article about the festival.

18 This was likely a reference to the temple’s original site

at 4" milestone, Lim Loh Village.

¥ A. J., “Moving a Chinese Deity at Serangoon,” The
Straits Times, September 30, 1935, 10. Curiously enough,
the Nine Emperor Gods were referred to as a “datok™ in
this report. We do not know if this was a localised term
of address for the Nine Emperor Gods, or if this was a
simple case of reporting according to what the author
was familiar with. The origin of the Hougang Tou Mu
Kung that was offered in the report were also different
from the account in Xu Liying’s. The reason behind
these discrepancies is still unknown, although we can
safely conclude that the temple did have the tradition of
organising a procession between its original and relocated

premises between the 1920s and 1930s.

» SRR HETR, October 13,
1937, 5.

M REBILR RN AR ORI R AR
October 21, 1939, 3. Similarly, see “—4E—F£f] [JL
B RS IRAL” B PN H R October 22, 1939, 5.

2 There are many other articles of largely repetitive
content and nature that were published in the Nanyang
Siang Pau between 1937 and 1944. Readers may consult

back issues of these newspapers for more details.

 Quotation was from “HZNRS 55\ YGE &
WAMETE )5 L 45 B AR & 28T B B M 5 P X
FHEFERAE” FITERTR, October 28, 1938, 9; 5 #E
2 el 3 9 A L IR R DR B P L R 0 7
AR > B FE R, October 30, 1938, 6.\

The Nine Emperor Gods Festival in Pre-War
Singapore

The most detailed descriptions of the Nine Emperor Gods Festival came from English journalists who
were fascinated by the scale of the occasion and provided detail descriptions of the events they witnessed during
the festival. This was in contrast to Chinese journalists who were either too familiar with the occasion, or more
commonly, critical of the festivities as superstition and counter to the reformist and modernizing movements both
in China and among the Chinese in Singapore, Malaya and other parts of Southeast Asia in the late nineteenth

and early twentieth century.'”

One of the earliest reports of the festival’s scale in Singapore was about the events at Hougang Tou
Mu Kung in 1935, where the reporter A.J. followed the procession from the temple’s original location from “the
third mile, Serangoon Road, to a Chinese temple in Upper Serangoon Road”.'® The procession, he explained,
was accompanied by “the beating of drums and cymbals” and was followed by “a throng of worshippers” in
addition to the deities’ rocking palanquins and dragon dances. Outside of Hougang Tou Mu Kung also saw the
operation of various businesses, where “food hawkers do a thriving trade”, where mock meat and fish made out

of vegetables were sold."”

Two years later, in the Nanyang Siang Pau, there was a description of a Nine Emperor Gods
temple procession, where a reporter bemusedly noted that there were several instances of “men dressed in
women..., where their faces were covered in rogue”. These individuals participated in the parade with smiles
on their faces, and children also accompanied them. Interestingly, while many processions were only limited
to the vicinity of the temple and surrounding kampong, the Hougang Tou Mu Kung’s procession ventured to
the urban areas, for the parade eventually travelled to North Bridge Road, where a contingent to receive the
deity of approximately 500 people awaited its arrival.”” Comparable scenes of gaiety and devotion were also
described at Hougang Tou Mu Kung in 1939, where “hawkers were located in four directions” could be found,

in addition to familiar sights of opera performances and the unceasing burning of incense and incense paper.?'

The scale and grandeur of the festival and temple, and their extensive devotee base, also meant
that they were often used for fund-raising for nationalist causes in China after the Marco Polo Bridge Incident
(7 July 1937-11 July 1937), with the start of the Sino-Japanese War of 1937-1945.22 The Singapore Chinese
Relief Fund, for example, gave speeches within the grounds of the Hougang Tou Mu Kung and Hong San
Temple in 1938, for these temples were packed throughout the festival and thus an ideal opportunity for these

organisations to publicise their cause and to appeal for donations.”
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Participants in Kew Huang Keng’s procession, c.

1960s. The festival events involved most of the
inhabitants of the lower Charn Mao Hng kampong.
Hwa Nong Public School, which loaned its premises
to the temple as temporary makeup rooms formed the
background of the second photograph. Photographs

courtesy of Ler Su Kuee.
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Chapter 1 Introduction The Nine Emperor Gods Festival in Pre-War Singapore | The Japanese Occupation of Singapore (1942-1945) and its aftermath

>
Offering tables for the Nine Emperor Gods, Paya

Lebar (Most likely Hougang Tou Mu Kung),
1950-1951. Photograph courtesy of the Alan J. A.
Elliot’s collection, Museum of Anthropology and

Archaeology, Cambridge

BB LR, BISRIA GIELR )
). 1950-19514F TR BINR A% 5 AR
B Alan J. A. Ellioufe 3R 4t.

MR SR BB AE IR, FETE TR, 2 November
1938, Page 8. On the sale of flowers and flags to raise
funds for the Chinese effort, see Stephen Leong, “The
Malayan Overseas Chinese and the Sino-Japanese War,
1937-1941" Journal of Southeast Asian Studies 10:2
(September 1979): 297.

2 YRR R S B Y B IR S E 1 Y T4 T
ZEENRS:,” FVERIR, November 24, 1938, 9.

26 Wong Hiong Boon, Japanese Occupation of Singapore,
National Archives of Singapore, Accession Number

003526, Reel 4.

7 See ZAEFNAHHEGIG THAENSHR Bl
i BTEREE, Pt &R, 1970), 40 and 69; and Paul H.
Kratoska, The Japanese Occupation of Malaya and
Singapore, 1941-45: A Social and Economic History
(Singapore: NUS Press, 2018), 59.

* EATHARCFEM L B TR, AR,
1969), 19. The same story was still retold years later,
such as in “fPiLRSBR BFEEMNER" BV
Hii, October 25, 1987, 7. Our student teams covering
the temple during our project also heard versions of this
story. In one, it was the pilot and his crew who came to
visit the site to see for himself. For context, see Esmond
Chuah Meng Soh, “Saved By the Chinese Deity, Bombed
By the Japanese Devils: Memory and Chinese Temples in
Singapore During the Second World War (1942-1945)”
(paper presented at Asia DREAMS.inc, 4th COHASS
Graduate Conference, Nanyang Technological University,
Singapore, 2™ and 3 March 2018).

Hougang Tou Mu Kung was also the site of choice for the sale of flowers organised by two schools
and the Overseas Chinese Athletic Association during the Festival of the Nine Emperor Gods of 1938. Students
from the Dong Cheng Public School also took the opportunity to sell flowers to viewers of Jiujia opera shows
organised during the festival in the same year at the Choa Chu Kang Tao Bu Keng.?** In the Jia Zhui Kang
kampong, because opera performances were the norm during the Festival of the Nine Emperor Gods, a group of

ten led by Mr. Huang Nianfeng took the opportunity to organise an impromptu fundraiser by performing a play

in the vernacular to raise money for their compatriots in China.”

The Japanese Occupation of Singapore (1942-
1945) and its aftermath

There is very little information about the Nine Emperor Gods festival during the Japanese Occupation
of Singapore (1942-1945). However, there is evidence that the festival continued to be held during this period.
‘Wong Hiong Boon attended the Nine Emperor Gods Festival at Hougang Tou Mu Kung with his mother during
these years. He observed that the temple continued the tradition of receiving and sending off the deities from the
Serangoon River, with Daoist priests overseeing the rituals, and the festival was still observed in the same manner
as before. He also noted that opera performances were also allowed during the festival.** Wong’s observation
broadly corroborated studies on the Japanese Occupation in East and Southeast Asia, where religious activities

and festivals were tolerated in occupied regions to some extent.”’

A few kilometres east of Hougang Tou Mu Kung, many villagers of the Tai Seng part of Lemongrass
village believed that they had been spared from Japanese bombs by divine intervention. When a study of the
Lemongrass Village was performed by students from Nanyang University in the late 1960s, a story of the Nine
Emperor Gods’ power and efficacy in protecting the inhabitants of the village during the Japanese attack on
Singapore was related by a former resident, Madam Chen. She recounted that when the Japanese were dropping
bombs over Singapore, pilots who flew over the Lemongrass Village compound witnessed “a huge expanse of
sea, and an old man who was waving red flags incessantly”. After the Japanese victory, they visited the area and
discovered that what the pilots saw was ocean was in fact fertile farmland, and the old man’s position was where
the Hong San Temple stood. Realising that they had witnessed a miracle first hand, they entered the temple and
paid their respects to the Nine Emperor Gods.?® A similar story was related for Shin Shen Keng. During one of
the Japanese bombing raids which hit the Henderson/Bukit Merah area, the side of the hill on which the Nine

Emperor Gods temple was located was spared from the bombs, while the other side was hit.
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Crowds waiting for Nine Emperor Gods (with

deity’s name on banner in background), Paya
Lebar (Most likely Hougang Tou Mu Kung),
1950-1951. Photograph courtesy of the Alan J. A.
Elliot’s collection, Museum of Anthropology and

Archaeology, Cambridge.
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» The northern/upper village in the Tai Seng area was
predominantly Zhao’an, from southern Fujian, on the

frontier with Chaozhou province.

3 Other accounts we came across suggested that possible
disagreements over procession routes or the opera
performances might have led to the decision to invite the
incense from Hong San Temple to start a new temple.
Nevertheless, a strong bond remains between the temples
to this day. The initial provision of incense to establish
the new temple served as a testament to the strong bond
between them. Prior to the invitation of incense, the
Chaozhou Charn Mao Hern kampong was also believed to
be one of the stations to receive the deity for the yew keng
processions of the Hong San Temple Nine Emperor Gods

during the festival.

3 The Nine Emperor Gods, Master Song Dafeng, and
Gan Tian Da Di are the three main deities in Kew Huang
Keng today, with the Nine Emperor Gods taking central
place, and after whom the temple is named. According
to an old informant who resided in the kampong at that
time, the first deity invited into the kampong was Master
Song Da Feng. He was invited during the Japanese attack
on Singapore and housed first in a shrine, to oversee
the work of clearing the corpses and conducting rituals
for the dead in the region. Master Song is a particularly
important deity for the Chaozhou community. He is the
main deity in Benevolence Halls, whose memberships are
predominantly Chaozhou, with many of which are under
the aegis of the Blue Cross. During the Second World War,
they played important roles burying the unclaimed war
dead and performing funerary rites for them. They were
allowed to operate during the Occupation years as they
were allowed to coordinate relief efforts in Singapore.
This might have been the main reason for the village
inviting Master Song to the village and establishing a
shrine for him. The Nine Emperor Gods were the second
deity invited to the village, also during the Japanese
Occupation. Later, a temple was built for these deities.
The incense for Gan Tian Da Di, another important deity
in the Chaozhou pantheon, was later invited into the
village and temple, it was said, from another temple in
Geylang. For more on Master Song, Benevolence Halls
and the Blue Cross, seeZ= g5 W%, W48k HrmsmiA
WA (B AR T4, 2017).

2 LSS NHENFAT,” BITERITR, September 26, 1948, 5.

B CPRALILEAS BT T A AL T A TR R
42 FITERIIR, 28 September 1948, 5; and an identical
reprint subsequently on B FEFI R, 29 September 1948, 5.

* “For nine days they will eat no meat,” The Singapore

Free Press, October 12, 1953, 3.

% See “Father of 9 gods now on ‘visit,” The Straits Times,
October 2, 1951, 5; and “28 Temples End Celebrations,”
The Straits Times, October 10, 1951, 4.

o CWRRSCE T WE R FIURAS AN, B PR,
October 18, 1947, 5. In several ways, these advisories still

hold true in the present day.

During the Japanese Occupation, a new Nine Emperor Gods temple was also established in the
southern part of Lemongrass Village. The inhabitants in this kampong, which was commonly referred to as the
lower village or the eastern village, was a predominantly Chaozhou community with its own headman.? The
inhabitants decided to invite incense ashes from Hong San Temple to start their own Nine Emperor Gods temple.
There were several explanations posited for this initiative. One of our informants explained that travelling to
and from Hong San Temple during the festival was a logistical challenge in the past given the state of the roads
connecting the two kampongs. For the receiving and sending off, they had first to go to the Hong San Temple,
and make the long trek home after that on foot. During one festival, a heavy rainstorm transformed the area into a
muddy field, and many devotees who were dressed in white for the receiving or sending off of the Nine Emperor
Gods ended up with brown pants instead. Thus, the leaders of the community had decided to establish their own
temple and festival.*® It was a great convenience to the community, which had its own primary school, and its

own distinct identity. The temple was named Kew Huang Keng after the Nine Emperor Gods.*!

The political turbulence of the immediate post-1945 period, especially with the Malayan Emergency,
had placed temporary restrictions on the processions that were an important part of the Nine Emperor Gods
Festival. In 1948, the Nanyang Siang Pau announced that devotees were not allowed to “receive the gods,”
although operas performed on the street could continue.® This instruction was predictably unpopular and aroused
much displeasure. In response, the authorities issued two similar clarifications on the issue in 1948 “for fear of
causing misunderstanding among the Chinese community”. In these “troubled times”, the vice-superintendent of
the police urged the Chinese to be patient in the face of this temporary inconvenience. He also stressed that the
ban on processions was a blanket one that applied to all events, and processions were allowed to resume in the

coming years once everything returned to normal.>

In subsequent years, these restrictions seemed to have been gradually relaxed. In 1953, Ong Choo
Kee’s daughter-in-law, when interviewed by journalists from The Singapore Free Press, lamented that “many
colourful processions — with floats, decorated carriages, lion and dragon displays” in the years before the
Emergency was nowhere to be seen.** In his documentation of the festival and Chinese religious life (especially
mediumship), Alan J. Elliot’s photographs of the festival in Henderson and Paya Lebar showed the scale of
the crowds gathered at the temples. They also indicated that processions for the festival were still held, albeit
possibly not on the same scale as before. In the late 1990s, a senior figure in Shin Shen Keng recounted his
memories of Elliot’s visit to Henderson in the early 1950s. They had not been allowed to initiate a procession
through the kampong as there was a curfew in place. An Englishman had arrived in a car with a flag, with a
camera in hand. When told of the situation, he told them to proceed, and they went ahead with the procession,

without much trouble. When they were stopped by the police, they just referred them to the Englishman.

In general, between 1945 and 1965, the Nine Emperor Gods Festival seemed to be growing rapidly
in popularity judging by the growing number of temples and sites hosting the festival. Two separate reports
in 1951, for example, alleged that 20 and 28 temples observed the festival in Singapore.®® Like in Malaya,
the Nine Emperor Gods Festival’s growing scale in post-war Singapore can be inferred by the number of
advisories that were published in the newspapers to warn worshippers of the increased traffic for the occasion.
A police announcement in 1947, for example, announced the temporary imposition of one-way traffic to prevent
congestion on Paya Lebar Road also included a list of locations where motorists were banned from parking their

vehicles, as well as which roads were closed off for the temple’s processions.*
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>
Hawkers selling their wares outside of Hougang

Dou Mu Gong temple, 1980s. Photograph courtesy
of Ronni Pinsler, from the Ronni Pinsler Collection,

National Archives of Singapore.
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¥ M. T. Leong, “Kew Ong Tai Tay,” The Singapore Free
Press, October 22, 1947, 4. Today, this ceremony, known
as the “Invitation of Water” is still performed at Hougang
Tou Mu Kung and Jia Zhui Kang Dou Mu Gong on the

same day annually.

3 “End of Colourful Chinese Festival of ‘Kiu Ong Yah,”
Malaya Tribune, October 23, 1947, 2. Confusingly, the
report noted that the temple was located in Paya Lebar,
and may reflect historical designations of the Hougang,
Tai Seng and Paya Lebar regions collectively as “Paya
Lebar”. This is corroborated by maps that were digitised
by the Department of Geography, National University of
Singapore, “1966 (1:25,000) topographical,” Historical
Maps of Singapore, last accessed July 1, 2022, https://
libmaps.nus.edu.sg/, where the Hougang Tou Mu Kung
is situated beside a post office as per the said-report and

designated as “Paya Lebar”.

<R E ORI VLU B ™ HE VR, 23 September
1949, Page 6.

ORI RA M T R BUL RS IR, RIH
4], October 21, 1958, 8.

Hougang Tou Mu Kung remained a popular site for the festival. M. T. Leong, who followed the
procession, not only described the receiving of the Nine Emperor Gods from the river Sungei Whampao (sic.),
“two-and-a-half miles along Serangoon Road” but also explained that the temple would send a delegation “to
the same spot on the river” on the sixth day of the sixth lunar month. The water is then used “for washing
the affected parts of the bodies of those suffering from diseases and other ailments, and in some cases, it is
even [drunk]”.*” In the same year, it was reported that the temple saw “thousands of worshippers” during the
festival, where “hawkers and vendors offered their goods of joss-sticks, crackers, fruits, lanterns etc. for sale”.
The sending-off of the Nine Emperor Gods involved a “procession which was several miles long, held up traffic
along Serangoon and Upper Serangoon Roads and the entire area was enshrouded with lanterns and people in

colourful garments”.3

Newspaper reports from 1945 also noted the scale of the Nine Emperor Gods Festival at Tai Seng
and documented the logistics and community process of organising the festival. In 1949, an article documented
the thorough preparations undertaken by the leaders of the Hong San Temple and its members during a general
meeting attended by numerous individuals. The purpose of the meeting was to apply for the necessary government
paperwork to conduct public fundraising efforts for the upcoming festival. It noted how the proceeds from the
ten days of opera performances for the festival each year was donated to the Feng Shan School in the kampong
for its expenses.” A 1958 article detailed the extensive donations to the temple from the residents of Tai Seng
village, both in cash and kind, not only by individuals but also by the various associations under the umbrella
of the Hong San Temple for the festival. The cash donations that went towards the incense and oil each year
were quite voluminous and they were often re-channelled by the temple into various charities and educational
purposes. The harvest that year was exceptionally abundant, leading to even more enthusiastic donations in terms
of money, incense, and various items required for the festival. Notably, contributions included a lorry, cigarettes
(specifically Admiralty brand), soft drinks, and even a float shaped like a battleship, which cost several hundred
dollars. Two donors also sponsored the performance by the Hokkien Sin Sai Hong opera troupe to perform during

the festival.*
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>
Exterior of Feng Shan Primary School, between 1968

and 1970. Photograph courtesy of Hong San Temple.
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The headman of Tai Seng village, Ong Chye Hock (who was also one of the donors), commended
these generous contributions, hailing them as a testament to the cooperative spirit and unity of the kampong
and its residents. He further highlighted the positive impact of these donations on the village economy and the
overall quality of life in the community. He argued against representations of the festival as superstition because
part of the donations for incense and oil would go to the village school after all. Furthermore, a procession was
arranged for that evening to celebrate the Nine Emperor Gods Festival. The float teams would first visit the Nine
Emperor Gods temple at Hougang to pay respects from 4 to 5 pm. At 8 pm, the procession of floats would leave
the Hougang temple for Geylang, Katong, and Bedok via Paya Lebar Road, and then go around Telok Kurau, Joo
Chiat Road and back to Tai Seng village.*!

In 1966, the newspapers reported another meeting of the management committee of the temple
agreeing that the festival would be held in the same manner as in previous years, with zhai jie for twelve days,
welcoming devotees from all over to visit the temple to pay their respects to the Nine Emperor Gods. From the
first to the fourth days, the Joint Association of Green Vegetable Sellers and the Large Cannon Society would
sponsor the opera performances by Lao Zheng Tian Xiang Teochew Opera Troupe. From the fifth to the tenth
days, the Senior Vegetarian Friends Association and all the devotees in the kampong would hire the Zhi Yun
Teochew Opera Troupe to join in the celebrations. The Association of Sincere and United Devotees, in turn,
would contribute a grand and elaborate gateway for the festival. In accordance with the decree of the Nine
Emperor Gods, to further enliven the atmosphere and proceedings, the temple had also written formal letters
to invite the participation of various associations such as the Fengshan Mutual Aid Association, Shun Xing
Society, United Friends Association, Nanyang Sun Clan Association, China United Friends Association, Silver
Turtle Association, and Youth Advancement Society in the sending-off procession on the evening of the ninth
and final day of the festival. That year, the procession departed from the temple in Tai Seng kampong, through
Tai Seng Lane, Upper Paya Lebar Road, Macpherson Road, Aljunied Road, Geylang Road, Guillemard Road,
Mountbatten Road until the Kallang Park Marina.*

The early Nine Emperor Gods temples in Singapore had very strong ties with their respective rural
or suburban communities. They were built with material and monetary support from their respective kampong
communities, who also provided manpower during the festivals. They were also important focal points for the
religious and socio-cultural, economic, and political life of the kampong communities. They also doubled up as
community centres and were strongly affiliated with schools in their kampongs of origin. The Feng Shan Public
School, for example, was constructed on the grounds of the then-defunct Peiqun School within Tai Seng with the
support of the Hong San Temple’s leadership. Whenever the temple experienced a surplus from donations, the
funds will be channelled to upkeep the school, otherwise, any deficits incurred were expected to be made up by
committee members. This arrangement continued until 1957 when an application for the school’s expenses to be
subsidised was approved.® Nevertheless, the proceeds from the sale of incense and oil in the Hong San temple

each year continued to go the support of the school.
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Chapter 1 Introduction The Japanese Occupation of Singapore (1942-1945) and its aftermath

>
The Kew Huang Keng Nine Emperor Gods Festival

procession in the southern portion of the Lemongrass
Village. Photographs courtesy of Photograph courtesy

of Ler Su Kuee.

AP EILEEILEM 2T A B FELE
Feft.

RS Z PR, 91

* IR AAUN K IR SR R AR R ) R SEHEROT 2R
i 4% A WIHHL” RIPERT, March 21, 1955, 6. The
flood mentioned in this article likely referred to the Great
Flood of Singapore in December 1954, whose impact on
Geylang Serai was documented in Fiona Williamson,
“The Politics of Disaster: The Great Singapore Flood of
1954,” Environment and Planning E: Nature and Space

1:3 (2018): 326-332.

% Sunny Lian, Facebook post in “PR&IKH A
fd Born in Charn Mao Hern Village,” July 29, 2019,
https://www.facebook.com/groups/Charnmaohern/

posts/2466856020216070/.

TORERAR: AT, SRS RAE (2002
2020) GHrind: 44 6] 245, 2020), 142-143. We would
like to thank Madam Xia Jinghua for furnishing our

project team with a hardcopy of the manuscript.

References to temples that worshipped the Nine Emperor Gods also shed light on the social and
communal functions of these organisations in pre-independence Singapore. As we have seen, the Hong San
Temple’s committee founded the Feng Shan Public School and was heavily involved with its management. The
temple’s close involvement with village life was not limited to the school but included the Hong San Mutual
Aid Society that was first founded and located within a wooden building beside the temple in 1940 as well.*
After flood waters in Geylang Serai had subsided, excess relief supplies (including biscuits, soap and milk) were
distributed from a temple devoted to the Nine Emperor Gods in the area (likely Hong San Temple) by the Relief

Association, again highlighting the importance of these landmarks as community centres.*

Comparable dynamics could also be observed at Kew Huang Keng in the southern portion of the
Lemongrass Village during the 1950s, where the temple has also used as a site for distributing relief to victims of
floods.* The Hwa Nong Public School (1947-1979) in the village was not only a place of learning for residents
there but was closely related to the Nine Emperor Gods Festival at Kew Huang Keng. Aside from serving as a site
for the Nine Emperor Gods procession from Kew Huang Keng to visit, the school also opened its “classrooms
to serve as temporary makeup cubicles” for the event’s participants.”’” Several elderly informants who were
educated in Hwa Nong School in their youth noted that time off would be given to students to prepare for the

sending-off procession.

Photographs from then testified to the scale and communal wide observation of the occasion, where
children and teenagers were involved in carrying baskets of flowers, placards and embroidered banners alongside
adults in their community. One of our informants explained that opera troupes who were engaged by the temple
to perform for the festival were also requested to provide makeup for younger devotees who were involved in
the sending-off ceremony as well. The effort that was channelled into the most minute of these details testified to
the festival’s significance for the Lemongrass Village’s community and the proverbial kampong spirit to coalesce

around.
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Chapter 1 Introduction The Spread of the Nine Emperor Gods’ Worship in Singapore after 1945

>
The Nine Emperor Gods arriving at Kim San Tze

after their receiving by the sea, c. 1981. Photographs

courtesy of Kim San Tze.
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The Spread of the Nine Emperor Gods’ Worship
in Singapore after 1945

The decades after 1945 witnessed a growing number of Nine Emperor Gods temples and festival
sites (including the observation of the Nine Emperor Gods Festival in established temples), especially in the
eastern part of Singapore. This was due partly to the growing popularity of the festival or divine revelations,
which led to the establishment of new Nine Emperor Gods temples or the hosting of the festival in temples
originally dedicated to other deities. The history of the Nine Emperor Gods Festival in Singapore reflected the
importance of several temples in the expansion of this network through their incense, in the case of Hong San

Temple, and through their networks and communities, as in the case of Leong Nam Temple.

In 1948, Kim San Tze began to host the Nine Emperor Gods Festival. The committee members and
devotees at this temple, then in Kampong Chai Chee, had been regular participants in the Nine Emperor Gods
Festival at Hong San Temple. Nevertheless, given the inconvenience of commuting between Chai Chee and Tai
Seng, and the difficulty of returning home late at night after the receiving and sending-off ceremonies at Hong
San Temple, the committee members had asked the founder and leader of the temple, Madam Zeng Deshun,
for permission to invite incense ashes from Hong San temple to start worship the Nine Emperor Gods at their
temple and host the festival there. She assented, and incense of the Nine Emperor Gods from Hong San Temple
were later enshrined within the temple at its old location at 7" milestone at Changi Road. The temple leaders
then asked for permission from the Nine Emperor Gods to name their Inner Chamber, but could not obtain their
approval. It was only after they changed the name to Dipper Mountain Palace that the Nine Emperor Gods gave
their blessings. Thus, the followers of the temple and the villagers in the vicinity no longer had to make a long

and tiring commute to Hong San Temple for the annual event.*s
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Chapter 1 Introduction The Spread of the Nine Emperor Gods’ Worship in Singapore after 1945

>
One of the earliest photographs of the Nine Emperor

Gods Festival at Leong Nam Temple, likely between
the 1960s and 1970s, with a banner describing the
temple’s former name “ZEFEASLV IR used at
Geylang Serai. The Nine Heavenly Lamps can also be
seen in the background. Photograph courtesy of Leong

Nam Temple.
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19604EARFNOTOFARL o S A IHFR A%
T TR IR . LR TATAEZM . [y i
el seiat

i, T3t 125.

O e RBRBILR S, HTERR, September 20,
1962. 13. In 1966, the procession, which was also called a
“cleansing of the streets 1{k,” was held on the third day
of the ninth lunar month, which was a Sunday, starting in
the morning. “JREILERES N HW BT, B
Fiiz, October 14, 1966. 7.
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1968, 7. Madam Shen’s obituary, which commemorated
her religious life and contributions, can be found in BX&

iR, June 25, 1990, 17.
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October 1, 2011, e-copy retrieved by Factiva.
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September 27, 1970, 6.
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In 1957, Leong Nam Temple began worshipping the Nine Emperor Gods. It began in the 1950s first
as a small Guan Di temple in Jalan Pasar Baru in Geylang Serai, which was then part of the premises of East
World Amusement Park, and was later joined by the Guan Yin temple from Kampong Batta, near Jalan Ubi. In
the early 1960s, then known as the Geylang Terminal Long Nan Dian, it started holding its first Nine Emperor
Gods Festival.* In a newspaper announcement for its festival, the temple declared that it was hosting the festival
on the direction and order of Guan Yin on one of her visits. They would receive the Nine Emperor Gods at Dong
Hai Shan. From the sixth to the tenth day, there would be Fujian and Chaozhou opera performances over five
days by the Shuang Fei Yan Min Ju and the Zhi Yun Tian Chao Ju. They would have a street procession on the
second day (a tradition which continues until today), and they would conduct a Qing Jiao ritual to “pray for world
peace”. They would then send off the Nine Emperor Gods on the night of the ninth day.® Under the leadership
of Madam Shen Yuye, a widely recognized medium known as “aunty (Minnan: Gor yi),” the temple hosted the
festival at Labour Park and experienced rapid growth, becoming a prominent hub for the Nine Emperor Gods
Festival. It garnered significant support from numerous Chinese businessmen and companies.’! There, rituals
related to the receiving and sending off of the Nine Emperor Gods were performed facing the coast. The festival
site again relocated to the space in front of Eunos MRT station when the temple had to relocate to temporary
premises after it had to move out of its Geylang Serai building. In 2011, the temple moved to its new premises in

the Jalan Kayu Combined Temple in Sengkang West, where it has been hosting the festival since.”

The period between the 1960s and 2000s saw the establishment of several other important Nine
Emperor Gods temples and Festival sites in Singapore. Long Nan Szye was established at Bukit Panjang by
the 1970s by Master Chen as a temple for Buddhist chanting and learning, and dedicated to Guan Yin. It began
observing the Nine Emperor Gods Festival very soon after its foundation. Today, it remains as one of two Nine
Emperor Gods Festival sites based on Buddhist rituals and traditions. It later moved to Bukit Gombak and then
to Jalan Asas behind Rail Mall, although it hosts its festival annually in Bukit Batok.>

In the 1970s and 1980s, there were several Nine Emperor Gods Festival sites and temples started
through revelation and instruction through deities. In the case of Yu Hai Tang, it began in the late 1970s, when
Guan Yin Da Shi instructed his medium, Master Chen Yibiao, to observe the festival in honour of the Nine
Emperor Bodhisattvas. With the help of his family and friends, he started observing the festival first in a temple
at Rifle Range Road, in a predominantly Hainanese kampong. A few years later, they were the instructed by
Guan Yin Da Shi to look for a temple in Hat Yai also hosting the Nine Emperor Gods Festival, from where they
obtained the incense, and also an image of Dou Lao Yuan Jun. They moved to new premises in the region of
Yio Chu Kang. Thereafter, it had combined with Chong Teck Siang Tng to build a combined temple on Bedok

Reservoir Road.**
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Exterior of Long Nan Szye, undated. Photograph by

Keith Stevens from The Ronni Pinsler Collection.
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Chapter 1 Introduction The Spread of the Nine Emperor Gods’ Worship in Singapore after 1945

>
Nan Shan Hai Miao at its original location in Jalan

Ang Teng, undated (possibly late 1970s). Photographs

courtesy of Nan Shan Hai Miao.
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“* For a brief period of time during the early 1970s, the
Nine Emperor Gods Festival was also observed by the
leaders and followers of the Nan Shan Hai Miao at Xi
Shan Si in Bukit Timah. See “P4 113 K JLE K 4 Tk
SRR /NS4, RIFERTR, October 2, 1973,
16; “PHIL S BILER K =30 TRKE SGRMBEARE”
F#f%, October 4, 1973, 115 “4frir 42 B Ll 3 4 X — 2%
FEHGETIC,” FPE R, October 11, 1973, 17; and “#
R 7 LS D LR KA TR B/
354 WiTE R, October 18, 1973, 9.

In 1971, a young medium was instructed by the Great Uncle (Minnan: Dua Ah Pek) to start hosting
the festival at Nan Shan Hai Miao in Jalan Ang Teng.* Following the instruction and guidance of the Great
Uncle, the medium commenced the observance of the festival in 1972. Through him as the medium, the Nine
Emperor Gods started visiting during the festival. Even after the temple relocated with him and his family to their

new flat along Bedok Reservoir Road in 1980, he continued to organize the festival.
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Gods in the late 1980s and 1991 respectively, with

the censers prominent in the first photograph.
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The Spread of the Nine Emperor Gods’ Worship in Singapore after 1945 |
Chapter 1 Introduction The Nine Emperor Gods Festival and the Chinese Religion Landscape in Singapore

s rp A PSS S REE RBUL R T R UETRK.” Bk
£ 54, October 4, 1986, 32; and “il B X 3-AFE
PAIUE TR THK,” #9 H 4R, October 21, 1987, 17.

In the same year, a young man was chosen by the Fifth Emperor God to be his medium. He was
instructed by the Fifth Emperor God to organise and host the festival. Then living at Jalan Membina, near Si Ka
Teng, Master Chuan Xi had held the first festival at a temple nearby, the Kim Lan Beo. The festival moved with
him to Bukit Batok when he moved there in the 1980s. It became well-known as the Bukit Batok Dou Mu Gong.
After his passing, the new medium, Master Chew, moved the altar to the Leng San Giam complex in a combined

temple at Ang Mo Kio Avenue 1, where it has come to be known as the Leng San Giam Dou Mu Gong.>

More recently, two different Nine Emperor Gods temples and festival venues had been established.
They were started by relatively young leaders with their small followings, and founded on Daoist and Buddhist
traditions. In 2008, the Yu Feng Jiu Huang Dian was established by a group of young devotees, and located in
the home of the one of the founding members and ritual leader of the temple, who underwent training in Daoist
traditions and rituals for his role. The temple was to move into its own premises in industrial estates in Mandai
and Bukit Batok, while its festival is held annually at Jurong East Avenue 1. In the 2010s, a Buddhist temple
dedicated to Zhun Ti, Zhun Ti Tang, began to observe a festival for the Nine Emperor Buddhas at Sengkang East,

obtaining their incense from a Nine Emperor Buddhas temple in Bangkok.

The period between 1945 and 2010 thus saw the expansion of several Nine Emperor Gods Festival
sites in Singapore. The motivations for the establishment of these new sites and temples, and the religious
traditions they follow, are different, but they reflect the growing popularity and significance of the Nine Emperor
Gods in the religious and cultural life of Chinese in Singapore over the last 50 years. In addition to new Nine
Emperor Gods temples, the festival was also observed at various vegetarian halls and benevolence halls.
Singapore has also provided the incense and initiative for the expansion of the Nine Emperor Gods worship
to other parts of Southeast Asia, such as Johor, Senggarang in Bintan (opposite Tanjung Pinang) and also more

recently to Taiwan.

The Nine Emperor Gods Festival and the Chinese
Religious Landscape in Singapore

The Nine Emperor Gods Festival is first and foremost a religious festival. It reflects the Chinese
religious landscape on the island and beyond, especially with respect to its connections with Chinese popular
religion, and the role of the community in the festival’s organisation. While it draws on Daoism and Buddhism
for rituals, scriptures, and meanings, and Daoist priests and Buddhist monks do play important ritual roles in
the festival, local communities, rather than specialized formal religious institutions like Daoist and Buddhist
temples, remain very much at the centre of the festival, its rituals and its organisations. This also includes folk
religious and ritual specialists within the community, like mediums and masters (often respectfully referred to
as shi fu like priests, monks and nuns). The religious orientation and ritual structure of each Nine Emperor Gods
Festival is very much also shaped by the history of the temple, the communities behind it, its leadership and

organisational structures, and their religious affiliations.

In terms of their religious orientation and organisation of the festival, Nine Emperor Gods temples
can be loosely divided on the basis of their organisational structure and their denominational affiliations, as well
as whether they have mediums and masters who are leaders or owners of the temple, with the temple oriented
around them, or are more community-based and run, with formal hierarchies and organisational structures. In
reality, most, if not all temples, will exhibit both features, but certain segments have greater authority and say in

certain types of decision-making and areas of responsibility, and in certain facets of the festival.
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Chapter 1 Introduction The Nine Emperor Gods Festival and the Chinese Religion Landscape in Singapore

For temples like Hong San Temple, Kew Huang Keng, Leong Nam Temple, and Jia Zhui Kang Dou
Mu Gong, where there is no resident ritual specialist at present, the temple community, particularly individuals
or groups responsible for ritual matters, play a significant role in shaping the key rituals. They often consult with
Daoist priests or, in some cases, Buddhist monks from the past. Most of these temples, which adopt a Daoist
ritual structure, have a Daoist priest present during important ritual events such as the reception and departure
of the Nine Emperor Gods, as well as various ceremonies during the festival like Dipper Worship and, in certain
temples, the crossing of the Bridge of Blessing. Nevertheless, it is usually the religious and ritual specialists
within the temple community, along with their designated assistants, who take the lead in crucial rituals that are
central to the festival. This includes tasks like raising and lowering the Heavenly Lamps, physically receiving
the Nine Emperor Gods at the sea, and sending them off. While the priests remain essential in these rituals, the
leaders and ritual specialists within the community and temple organizations often assume a more significant and
central role in the planning, organization, and execution of these rituals. They are positioned at the heart of these

rituals, while the priests sometimes stand alongside the key participants or remain behind them.

This is evident in Hong San Temple and Kew Huang Keng, where designated individuals, groups
and associations in the temple community will plan, prepare, and conduct ceremonies, especially the receiving
and sending off rituals at the sea, as well as the preparation of related paraphernalia. At Kew Huang Keng,
the temple’s manager and his helpers hold the responsibility for these tasks, particularly concerning the Inner
Chamber. They are in charge of preparing the censers that will be placed in the palanquins before they depart
for the sea during the receiving ceremony. At the coast, he and his assistants will help guide the censer masters
and fowkay through the receiving of the Nine Emperor Gods and Dou Mu Yuan Jun. They will also oversee the
ferrying of the Nine Emperor Gods and Dou Mu Yuan Jun censers from the Inner Chamber by the censer masters
for yew keng processions, and also assist and guide them in the sending off rituals by the sea. They will prepare
and maintain the Nine Lamps of the Northern and Southern Dipper daily. However, at the initial raising of the

lamps, it will be the Daoist priest who leads the community in the prayer.

In Hong San Temple, members of the Senior Vegetarian Friends association and the temple’s manager
and his team will take an active role in ritual matters pertaining to the festival, especially at the receiving and
sending off of the Nine Emperor Gods. At the receiving ritual, a senior member will be responsible for reading
the petition inviting the Nine Emperor Gods as the Daoist priest chants behind, before temple representatives
from these groups will accompany and guide the censer masters as they go into the sea for the actual ritual. On
a daily basis, they are also responsible for maintaining and guarding the Inner Chamber, guiding and assisting
the censer masters in their duties, the daily rituals of lowering the Heavenly Lamps and replenishing them, and
leading the participation in the early morning chanting by the Daoist priest. The temple’s censer masters will have

to live in the temple during the festival, along with select members of the Senior Vegetarian Friends association.
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Hong San Temple receiving the Nine Emperor

Gods by the sea, with a huge crowd of devotees in
attendance. For the devotees, white attires (with
white headscarves) were required for entry into the
barricaded space (yellow cloth) , undated (likely late
1980s or early 1990s). Photograph courtesy of Hong

San Temple.
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Chapter 1 Introduction The Nine Emperor Gods Festival and the Chinese Religion Landscape in Singapore

In some temples like Leong Nam Temple, Jia Zhui Kang Dou Mu Gong, Nan Shan Hai Miao, and
Hougang Tou Mu Kung, there is a greater reliance on Daoist priests for the organisation of ritual events, including
the receiving and sending-off ceremonies. However, it is still the representatives of the temple community who
venture into the sea to perform the receiving rituals. Daoist priests also play a leading role in the receiving and
sending off rituals and events at the sea in Kim San Tze, although it has mediums, including one for the Nine
Emperor Gods. The Nine Emperor Gods will arrive through his medium only when the censer reaches the temple
and Inner Chamber. He emerges from the Inner Chamber to oversee the raising of the Heavenly Lamps while the
Daoist priest oversees the rituals for the consecration of the Bridge of Blessing. Hougang Tou Mu Kung, under
the auspices of the Taoist Federation of Singapore, also relies on Daoist priests for the organising of the rituals of
receiving, sending off, the Bridge of Blessing, as well as the special prayers on the early morning of the sixth day.
Nan Shan Hai Miao, once a temple known for its resident medium, has experienced a shift in its dynamics. While
the Daoist priest now assumes a prominent role in arranging, conducting, and leading the rituals for receiving
and inviting the Nine Emperor Gods, a group of ritual specialists, who previously collaborated with the former
medium and leader, now work alongside the Daoist priest. Together, they organize and carry out crucial ritual
tasks, including entering the sea to receive and send off the Nine Emperor Gods, as well as preparing ritual and

ceremonial events such as the Nine Emperor Gods feast throughout the nine days.

In the other temples, we see mediums and ritual specialists playing a much more important role in
organising and conducting the key rituals during the Nine Emperor Gods Festival, although they too, rely upon
the services of the Daoist priest at the receiving and sending-off rituals, and also for other key rituals at the
temple. Temples with mediums for the Nine Emperor Gods or other deities assisting them include Choa Chu
Kang Tao Bu Keng, Kim San Tze, Leng San Giam Dou Mu Gong, Shin Shen Keng, Yu Feng Yu Huang Dian Yu
Hai Tang. Where there are mediums for the Nine Emperor Gods or other deities, they would invite these deities
for consultation on matters relating to the festival. For example, for Choa Chu Kang Tao Bu Keng, the First
Emperor God would visit on the ninth day of the eighth lunar month to consecrate the palanquins and other ritual
and religious paraphernalia to be used during the festival, and for consultations on the proceedings of that year’s
festival, and things to look out for. The First Emperor God would also visit during the festival on selected days
during the festival for consultations. Decisions such as whether to hold a major yew keng or a yew kampong, and
in such event, which places to visit, and the logistics and ritual elements of the procession will be based on his
instructions conveyed during his visits. All the Nine Emperor Gods will also oversee community rituals such as
the banquet offering, while the Fifth Emperor God would conduct the rituals for the consecration of the festival
site. In Kim San Tze, the Nine Emperor Gods will also be consulted on such matters in the Inner Chamber for

these purposes and oversee the ritual preparations, and the key ritual of raising the Heavenly Lamps.

Similarly, in other temples that have medium traditions, and with mediums for the Nine Emperor
Gods, Shin Shen Keng and Leng San Giam, the Nine Emperor God and Fifth Emperor Gods will be consulted
respectively through their mediums, to give instructions on the ritual process and other matters for the year’s
festival. Other deities, such as the Marshal of the Central Altar, might arrive to oversee the consecration of the
festival site and other matters. While these deities and mediums will oversee the receiving and sending off rituals

and ceremonies, they will nevertheless, still engage a Daoist priests to do the chanting for these rituals.
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The Fifth Emperor God deploying the armies within
Choa Chu Kang Tao Bu Keng’s compound ahead of
the festival.
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A
Xuan Tian Shang Di (in headdress, seated) observing

a pair of opera performers paying their respects to
the Nine Emperor Gods and Dou Mu Niang Niang at
the Xuan Wu Shan altar ( Kim Yam Road), c. the late
1970s and early 1980s. Photograph courtesy of Ronni
Pinsler, from the Ronni Pinsler collection, National

Archives of Singapore.
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In other temples, such as Xuan Wu Shan, while no medium for the Nine Emperor Gods is present,
a medium for the Emperor of the Dark Heavens was also at hand to oversee the receiving and sending-off
ceremonies. Similarly, in the case of Yu Hai Tang, while the deities Dou Mu and Dou Lao, as well as the Nine
Emperor Bodhisattvas, do make their presence during the festival, Guan Yin Da Shi (in his male incarnation) also
arrives before and during the festival to guide devotees as well. In addition, he will supervise the raising of the
Heavenly Lamps on the evening preceding the receiving ceremony. He will also perform the blessing of the ritual

paraphernalia to be utilized throughout the festival, as well as the consecration of the blessed items.
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A
Xuan Tian Shang Di overseeing the sending-off

ceremonies for the Nine Emperor Gods of the late
1970 and early 1980s. Photograph courtesy of Ronni
Pinsler, from the Ronni Pinsler collection, National

Archives of Singapore.
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>
Dou Mu Yuan Jun and Bai Yi Fo Zu at Yu Hai Tang.

RS Mo 5 B AR A

In several Nine Emperor Gods temples, their ritual masters, and also the leaders of these temples, will
organise and conduct key rituals such as receiving and sending off the Nine Emperor Gods, without the assistance
of any Daoist priest or monks. This will include the Long Nan Szye temple and Zhun Ti Tang, although the
receiving and sending off rituals will also be attended by Buddhist monks for the latter. The ritual and religious
masters will also oversee the rituals and other events at the festival. The Master of Long Nan Szye will also
lead the chanting at the temple with the help of his disciples during the nine days, and preside over rituals such
as the worship of Confucius. In one year, he also held classes on Buddhism and traditional Chinese culture for
the devotees. In Zhun Ti Tang, chanting groups from Buddhist halls will be invited to do chanting before the
Nine Emperor Buddhas at the festival site. In Jiu Huang Dian, although there is a ritual or religious specialist
in the temple, many of the rituals are still performed by a Daoist priest engaged for the purpose, especially in
the chanting during the receiving and sending-off ritual, and in the Dipper Worship rituals. Other rituals for
the consecration of the festival area, and the rewarding of the spirit-soldiers [Minnan: Ko kun] will be handled
by the religious specialist and ritual leader, and the other helpers, especially those acting as the spiritual army

vanguards.
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The Fifth Emperor God at Leng San Giam Dou Mu

Gong during the Nine Emperor Gods Festival.
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»
The leaders of Zhun Ti Tang and Long Nan Szye

leading their devotees and helpers in the sending-off
and receiving of the Nine Emperor Gods respectively.
Both are Buddhist ritual and religious specialists, and
the Nine Emperor Gods Festivals in these temples are

situated within Buddhist cosmology and rituals
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Led by their Daoist priest, the members of Jiu Huang

Dian pay respects to the Nine Emperor Gods and

other deities before the festival altar.
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>
Hun Nam Siang Tng conducting Qing Gong rituals at

Leng San Giam Dou Mu Gong.
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 In Kim San Tze, the Cifo Shantang was present during
the festival of 2017, whereas a chanting troupe from the
Hun Nam Siang Tng was in attendance at Leng San Giam

Dou Mu Gong in the same year.

Thus, the community plays a very important role in the festival, especially in terms of the key rituals
that are a feature of the festival and an important part of its identity. This includes the receiving and sending off
of the Nine Emperor Gods, and the raising of the Heavenly lamps. Nevertheless, Daoist priests and Buddhist
monks continue to play an important role in these rituals, although their role and centralizing in organising and
defining the ritual structure varies from temple to temple depending on the arrangements and the presence of
such authority figures as the medium (especially that of the Nine Emperor Gods) and ritual/religious masters

and specialists.

Many Nine Emperor Gods temples will also hire or invite other religious groups, whether Daoist,
Buddhist or religious institutions such as Benevolence Halls to conduct rituals for the blessings of the larger
community, as Kim San Tze and Leng San Giam Dou Mu Gong both did in 2017.%7 On select days in the festival,
especially the sixth day (or night of the fifth), in some other temples, the eighth or ninth day, or over several days,
the Daoist priests engaged by various temples for the festival period might be invited to conduct special rituals

to propitiate the Dipper.
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Ci Fo Shantang performing Qing Gong rituals during

the Nine Emperor Gods Festival at Kim San Tze.

EHEEES TR BRI,

7 FE0174EMI LT RRIE S, ORI U T 8l
SPHITES . T A R R AR R ARSI T
U3 REF R )



Chapter 1 Introduction The Nine Emperor Gods Festival and the Chinese Religion Landscape in Singapore

>
Theravada Buddhist monks in saffron robes at Leong

Nam Temple’s Nine Emperor Gods Festival, undated,
1982, and the present day respectively. First two

photographs are courtesy of Leong Nam Temple.
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% Ruth-Inge Heinze, “The Nine Imperial Gods in
Singapore,” Asian Folklore Studies 40:2 (1981): 161.

At Leong Nam Temple, a notable tradition continues wherein Thai Buddhist monks are invited to the
festival site to bestow blessings upon devotees. This practice originated from one of the temple’s past leaders,
who was a devout follower of Thai Buddhism. This practice is consistent with the temple’s tradition and history.
During her fieldwork, Ruth Inge-Heinze also noted the participation of Theravada Buddhist monks “who had
been recruited from local Ceylonese and Thai temples” in the Nine Emperor Gods Festival at Leong Nam Temple
during her fieldwork, where they performed “thirty minutes of chanted blessings from the Pali Canon” before a
vegetarian banquet was served on the eighth day of the festival.*® Commemorative and historical photographs in
the temple’s collection also show the presence of Thai Buddhist monks in the organisation’s activities, together
with the ritual master and medium for Guanyin and the Nine Emperor Gods highlight long-standing interactions
between Daoism and Buddhism in the past as well. This exchange thus continues to this day, although the ritual

structure of the festival at the temple is now predominantly informed by Daoist traditions.

Buddhist Hall chanting groups will be invited to the Zhun Ti Tang festival venue to chant before the
Nine Emperor Buddhas. The leader and ritual master of Zhun Ti Tang will also hold rituals such as fire pujas,
leading devotees and temple in Buddhist chanting and the circumambulation of the festival venue. Interestingly,
some of the rituals and ceremonies organised during the festival, such as the Pure Offering rituals in the
abovenamed temples seemed to include rituals for wandering spirits and the deceased. For instance, a Da Shi Ye
will be consecrated for the festival at Kim San Tze. Like the Nine Emperor Gods Festival seen in some parts of

China, praying and catering to the spirits seemed also to be part of the festival in some locations in Singapore.

These wider religious traditions of the temples also shaped the ritual traditions surrounding the
Nine Emperor Gods Festival. Besides formal Daoist and Buddhist traditions and rituals, there are also folk
traditions unique to Singapore and Malaysia, commonly found in temples operated by mediums. The traditions of
mediumship and spirit armies, believed by some observers and practitioners to have originated from the southern
districts of Singapore, have influenced the practices of the Nine Emperor Gods Festival in Shin Shen Keng and
Choa Chu Kang Tao Bu Keng. These influences are particularly evident in the martial displays performed in
these temples on selected occasions, which are part of a broader tradition seen in other festivals. Additionally,
the chants used during the writing of talismans by the Nine Emperor Gods reflect these influences. In Shin Shen
Keng, these influences can be observed in various processions, such as the receiving or sending off processions,
as well as yew keng and can bai processions. They also play a role in the consecration of the festival area. In Choa
Chu Kang Tao Bu Keng, this is usually performed every day when the spirit armies are rewarded (Minnan: Ko
Koon), and also during the consecration of the festival area. For Shin Shen Keng, the helpers designated as the
representatives of the spiritual armies will also have to bear these armies with them by piercing the skin of their

forearms with the heads of the spiritual generals on skewers.
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»
Wearing (bringing) the spiritual armies for the

receiving of the Nine Emperor Gods at Shin Shen

Keng.
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>
The Daoist priest deploying the five spiritual armies

(Fang Jun Ji{ %) at Shin Sen Keng.
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A Chao Ya ritual performed at Shin Sen Keng by

the young vanguards c.1950. Photograph courtesy
of the Alan J. A. Elliot’s collection, Museum of

Anthropology and Archaeology, Cambridge.

MALE AR LRGN 19504F. BA
AR K275 v 5 AN ) Alan J. A. Elliot
W




The Nine Emperor Gods Festival and the Chinese Religion Landscape in Singapore |
Chapter 1 Introduction Redevelopment, Relocation and Reinvention

% Thongchai Winachukul, Siam Mapped: A History of

the Geo-Body of a Nation (Bangkok: Read Publications,
2013).

© Leong, “Kew Ong Tai Tay.”

¢! “Father of 9 gods now on ‘visit;” “28 Temples End
Celebrations;” and “Drizzle - and 9 Gods are Happy,” The
Straits Times, October 11, 1951, 4.

© AR, ok WERESLRSN, BRAMR,
October 3, 1989, 18; and Jfi# [, “F i {5  JL £45,” 1k
4 R4, January 1, 1989, 62.

© BRI, R REE R T R A LR R
HEPE S 5E A%, BT H AR, October 22, 2007, e-copy

retrieved via Factiva.

o XN, RS A RS AR LR
[ 25,” 8] H 4R, October 15, 2021, e-copy retrieved via

Factiva.

The ritual traditions of the Nine Emperor Gods Festival, as we can see, are embedded within the
syncretic traditions in Chinese popular religion, drawing on Daoism, Buddhism, and other religious institutions
and movements in the Chinese religious landscape. Nevertheless, the festival is very much grounded in the
community rather than any particular Daoist temple or Buddhist temple, monastery or nunnery. All the temples
involved in the Nine Emperor Gods Festival in Singapore are organised and run by the community-at-large
instead of ordained priests or monks. This seems to be a tradition of the Nine Emperor Gods Festival that mirrors
the occasion in China in the Republican period. However, the festival in Singapore, and similar to Malaysia and
Thailand, is also strongly influenced by folk ritual traditions, practices, and agencies like mediumship and ritual
masters, both Daoist and Buddhist. In some temples, there are designated groups within the temple communities
and organisations responsible for rituals. Certainly, these temples draw inspiration from Daoist traditions while

also incorporating Buddhist scriptures and ritual traditions through Buddhist masters.

Redevelopment, Relocation and Reinvention

The expansion of the Nine Emperor Gods Festival in Singapore between 1945 and the present also
coincided with the rapid transformation of the landscape through industrialization, urban and rural redevelopment,
and the rehousing of Singaporeans from kampongs into high-rise housing in Housing Development Board (HDB)
flats.® These transformations had a profound impact on the Nine Emperor Gods Festival. This was not only a
simple question of physical relocation, but also impacted the constituents of support and networks that were
built by these temples in their original locations and communities. Nevertheless, they have remained important
focal points for these older communities often dispersed across new housing estates, and some temples have also

created new traditions and practices to maintain these ties.

At the same time, they have also become important new community centres in their new locales,
building new communities and networks in these areas, and contributing to the social welfare, economy, and
identity of these housing estates and constituencies. The new lifestyles and socio-economic life in the new
nation-state and modernizing economy also created new opportunities and spaces for building new networks
and communities. These temples have continued to maintain their traditions and identities while re-inventing and
expressing themselves in different ways on these foundations. Moreover, the changing landscape and regulations
regarding public use have had significant implications for the practices and traditions of the Nine Emperor Gods
Festival. These changes have influenced various aspects, such as the materials used for the Heavenly Lamps,
the locations and procedures for crucial ceremonies and events like the receiving and sending off of the Nine
Emperor Gods, as well as the conduct of yew keng processions, which were once integral to the festival and its

symbolic significance.

Relocation and adaptation have been an important part of the histories of Nine Emperor Gods
temples and festivals. This can be seen in the different places where Hougang Tou Mu Kung had received and
sent off the Nine Emperor Gods over the decades. Access to the sea or a river, canal or reservoir with access to
the sea was an important requirement of the receiving and sending-off ceremonies for the Nine Emperor Gods
Festival Singapore, as well as Malaysia and Thailand. During the Second World War (1942-1945), according to
‘Wong Hiong Boon’s testimony, the temple performed the receiving ritual by the Serangoon River. However, in
1947, the same ceremony was performed at Sungei Whampoa, which was located quite a distance away from
the temple.® Four years later, the receiving and sending-off of the Nine Emperor Gods were performed at the
7™ milestone Tampines Road.®' Yet, this was also set to change again during the 1980s, when the rituals were
conducted at Kangkar again, which corresponded roughly with the upper course of the Serangoon River.> This
remained the location of choice for the first decade of the twenty-first century® until it was again relocated to

Punggol beach in recent years.*
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>
The Daoist priest in golden yellow robes conducting

the receiving ceremony at Hougang Tou Mu Kung.
Yellow candles are used on the altar and the ceremony
also has two deities presiding. 1990. Photograph from
the Singapore Tourism Board Collection, National

Archives of Singapore.
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 For context, see Yugal Kishore Joshi, Cecilia Tortajada,
and Asit K. Biswas, “Cleaning of the Singapore River
and Kallang Basin in Singapore: Economic, Social, and
Environmental Dimensions,” International Journal of
Water Resources Development 28:4 (2012): 647-658.
One of the reasons was the impact of the development
projects around the upper stretches of the Singapore River
and around the Havelock Road area surrounding the site
(the Covent Garden area which has been demolished since

2013-14).

S RULIE Z R K, 104-105.

This mobility is also illustrated through the case of Shin Shen Keng. Their receiving and sending-
off of the Nine Emperor God used to take place at the end of Pasir Panjang/Labrador (beyond the oil storage
spaces that used to be there) in the 1930s until they could no longer use the place for security reasons. Between
the 1950s and 1980s, they seem to have done their receiving and sending off at the canal or upper reaches of
the Singapore River near the Lower Delta/River Valley junction (first near Seicline and then near Fraser &
Neave, just across the road). When the water levels at these locations became too shallow, they had to look for

an alternative location.

The Nine Emperor God later instructed Shin Sen Keng to move to the lower reaches of the Singapore
River, next to the old Great World Amusement Park (later Great World City). The temple was originally reluctant
to move there because of the proximity to the boatyards at the old Hong Lim market, and the stench from the
old Singapore River. Nevertheless, the Nine Emperor God had insisted that they move there, and when they did,
they found that the river had become much cleaner because of the campaign to clean up the Singapore River. In
the late 1990s and early 2000s, however, they could no longer use the location due to impending development
projects in the area, along the Singapore River and the mouth of the river around Marina Bay.® The temple
had to find a new location again, and ultimately decided on a stretch of Changi Beach after surveying a few
locations (including the West Coast Park area). They had chosen this area because the tides, the water level and
the environment was deemed very suitable for the receiving and sending-off rituals in the water. They continue
to use Changi Beach today, even after the temple and festival had moved to Jurong West in 2009, on the opposite

end of the island.

The relocation of where the Nine Emperor Gods were received and sent off from also informed
the history of the festival at Hong San Temple. According to the temple’s recollection, the earliest site where
the Nine Emperor Gods were received and sent off took place at Wuqiao Gang [Minnan: Orh Kio Kang] (Jalan
Karim). This broadly corresponded with where Paya Lebar Airport is in the present day. By the 1960s, the deities
were received from East Coast Park, and the Nine Emperor Gods were sent off at Labour Park in Kallang. An
exceptional circumstance took place in 1964, where civil turmoil in Singapore prohibited a large turnout for the
receiving and sending-off ceremonies. As such, for that year, the temple had to scale down its activities, and sent
the Nine Emperor Gods from a pond as a symbolic substitute instead. From the 1970s and up till the present day,

the Nine Emperor Gods were received and sent off from the coast at Marine Parade.®
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>
Permanent opera stage (now demolished) opposite

Hougang Tou Mu Kung, 1980s. Photograph courtesy
of Ronni Pinsler, from the Ronni Pinsler Collection,

National Archives of Singapore.
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14, respectively.

Very few temples that were founded before the Second World War (1942-1945) remained at their
original premises. Only two examples come to mind, namely the Hougang Tou Mu Kung and the Hong San
Temple, and even then, they were not completely insulated from the geographical impact of redevelopment.
For Hougang Tou Mu Kung, it had to give up its opera stage when Serangoon Road was widened.”’ As for
Hong San Temple, the community where the temple drew its original bases of support and devotees since its
founding, namely the northern-central portions of Lemongrass Village, had been physically relocated. Several
elderly informants noted that many of their communities were rehoused within adjacent HDB complexes in the
eastern portion of Singapore, such as the regions of Changi, Bedok and Eunos. Today, the Hong San Temple is
surrounded by light industries and manufacturing. However, this arrangement also offered certain advantages.
The temple benefited from the ability to secure additional land surrounding the temple premises to accommodate
the expanded space required for their festival. Moreover, holding events and conducting the festival after 10
PM was comparatively easier for the temple, as opposed to temples situated in the heart of housing estates.
Regardless, both temples continued to observe the Nine Emperor Gods Festival annually, and remained very

important and popular among the faithful.

Most other temples have had to move between several locations in their history. This was often due
to the acquisition of land on which the temples (and usually the village or kampong) stood for the redevelopment
projects, especially after the 1950s and 1960s. The histories of several Nine Emperor Gods temples illustrated the
challenges faced in this respect. Kim San Tze was originally located at the 7" milestone, Changi Road, around
Kampong Chai Chee. By the 1960s, the area was scheduled for redevelopment. As such, the Nine Emperor Gods
Festival at Kim San Tze was held for the final time at its original premises in 1967. Through the members of its
temple committee and leadership, they were able to acquire land at Jalan Ulu Siglap to build a new temple. The
temple was temporarily housed within a zinc-roofed hut at “East Coast Road” before moving into the new temple

building in 1971, where it has remained ever since.*®
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The Nine Emperor Gods Festival at Kew Huang Keng in

1987 after the temple’s relocation into the combined temple
complex at Arumugam Road, next to Cheng Hong Siang

Tng. Photograph courtesy of Mr Sunny Lian.
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>
Shui Gou Guan and Choa Chu Kang Tao Bu Keng in

their neighbouring premises in Sungei Tengah Village
before their relocations in the early 1990s. Photograph

courtesy of Choa Chu Kang Tao Bu Keng.
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% For context, see Hue Guan Thye, “The Evolution of the
Singapore United Temple: The Transformation of Chinese
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Other Nine Emperor Gods Temples have had to join with other temples and religious organisations
(such as Benevolence Halls, Zhenkongjiao temples) to build a combined temple complex in their respective
neighbourhoods or beyond, while some joined existing combined temples.®” Some would join existing temples
in such complexes with space for them. This can be seen in the cases of Kew Huang Keng, Jia Zhui Kang Dou
Mu Gong, Choa Chu Kang Tao Bu Keng, as well as Yu Hai Tang between the 1980s and 2000s. Kew Huang
Keng jointly developed a new temple building at Arumugam Road with a Chaozhou Benevolence Hall, the
Cheng Hong Siang Tng, when it had to relocate from its old temple nearby in the 1980s, after the residents of the

kampong had all already been moved to public housing in the surrounding area.

In most cases, constituent temples were usually from nearby, if not identical kampong communities
where these Nine Emperor Gods Temples had hailed from. For example, the Jia Zhui Kang Dou Mu Gong, which
was originally located at Thomson Road 9" milestone, combined with two temples in the Mandai and Thomson
Road areas, namely the Chongpang Tian Gong Tan and Hong San See to form a combined temple within the
bigger combined temple complex at Chong Pang Combined Temple. They later incorporated the Jia Zhui Kang

Da Bo Gong when it too had to move from its location near the original location of the other three temples.”™

In Sungei Tengah, the Choa Chu Kang Tao Bu Keng was actually already part of a row of five
temples. When they had to move in the early 1990s, the Tao Bu Keng temple joined one of the temples in this
earlier complex, the Shui Gou Guan and several other temples to build the Chua Chu Kang Combined Temple
(Chua Chu Kang Lian Sing Keng). More importantly, it joined with San Zhong Gong, a temple it had very close
relations with through its overlapping community of helpers and mediums, to take up a single unit within this
combined temple.”! Hence, we see the continuation of these old ties between the Nine Emperor Gods temples
within the same vicinity or neighbourhood maintaining their ties within new institutional arrangements and the

Chinese religious landscape in Singapore.

Other temples have had to move into residential units, and to host the festival in tentage spaces
specially set up close by for the occasion. Nan Shan Hai Miao had to relocate after the Jalan Ang Teng kampong
was designated for redevelopment. Along with the residents, the medium and owner of the temple, with his
family, had to move into a new Housing Development Board (HDB) flat along Bedok Reservoir Road. Following
the relocation of the temple to its new premises, the festival was initially held in the void deck for a few years.
However, with the completion of a new basketball court adjacent to their block of flats, they were able to hold
the festival there annually by setting up a tentage. As many of the original inhabitants of the Jalan Ang Teng and
Tai Seng, as well as the supporters of the temple in these areas, had also relocated to the Bedok Reservoir and

neighbouring areas, the temple was still able to continue to draw on the older community for its support.
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Tian Gong Tan and Jia Zhui Kang Dou Mu Gong before

their relocations to the Chong Pang Combined Temple in
the 1990s. Photograph courtesy of Jia Zhui Kang Dou Mu
Gong.
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A similar story can be seen in the history of Shin Shen Keng. The temple had to move from its
premises on the top of a hill (since levelled) in the Sang Kao Dia area along Alexandra Road and Dawson Place
(where Queenstown Secondary School stood in 2022), to Bun Soh Poh at Henderson Road when the kampong
land was acquisitioned for redevelopment in the 1930s. A new location was selected by the Nine Emperor God
on one of the yew keng processions one year that went beyond the kampong, and they built a temple there after
securing permission from the headman of the area. The temple had to move again in the early 1950s when the
inhabitants of the Henderson area were moved into new Singapore Improvement Trust (SIT) flats in the Havelock
Road area. Subsequently, they moved once again to an unused section of the surname Gan cemetery located in
the Redhill area along Tiong Bahru Road. In the 1970s, when the cemetery was acquisitioned, the temple also
had to move once again, this time to a two-storey terrace house in Margaret Drive. It would, thereafter, host the
festival in the open space just outside the terrace unit, until the scale of the festival grew too big, and they had to
set up a tentage in nearby open fields for the festival. The temple has remained with the family of the ceremonial
owner and moved with them. When they moved to Jurong West Street 42, the festival was held in a tentage in
an open field nearby. They had continued to hold the festival there even after the temple and family have moved

to Bukit Batok.

Other temples have also started in residential or office spaces and moved either to temples, such as
Leng San Giam Dou Mu Gong and Yu Hai Tang, or in the case of Xuan Wu Shan, Zhun Ti Tang, and Jiu Huang
Dian, shifted from residential spaces to industrial spaces. Thus, the Leng San Giam Dou Mu Gong had moved
from its original location in a flat in Jalan Membina, where it hosted its first Nine Emperor Gods Festival in a
nearby temple, to another flat in Bukit Batok, during which it became known as the Bukit Batok Dou Mu Gong,
and finally through the intercession of its current Nine Emperor Gods medium, finding its place in the Leng San
Giam unit within the combined temple complex in Ang Mo Kio Avenue 1. Yu Hai Tang had also begun as a
medium temple in a village in Upper Bukit Timah (near Rifle Range Road) before moving to a temple building
in Yio Chu Kang, and finally combining with Chong Teck Siang Tng to build a combined temple complex at

Bedok Reservoir Road.™

Thus, most Nine Emperor Gods temples have experienced one or multiple relocations, or had their
neighbourhoods and immediate environments transformed through the relocation of the existing communities.
Nevertheless, whether in their new locations, or ensconced in new residential communities created through new
housing developments or industrial development, most of these temples had been able to continue to draw on its
older communities and bases of manpower, material and monetary support. The temples continued to maintain
these ties through various channel of communications or activities to draw the older devotees and helpers, and their
family members to the temple, and in doing so, also maintained their identity. Thus, many of the new generation
of helpers and supporters for these temples are the descendants of earlier ones. Advancements in transportation
and communication infrastructure over the past three decades have greatly facilitated the preservation of these

older communities and their networks to an extent that was not previously seen in earlier decades.

Nevertheless, they still have had to build new communities, with the passing of time and the older
generation. This was also the case for temples which had to relocate to distant places, often far away from their
original communities. Building on existing communities and networks (and for some temples, their associations),
and through old and new social channels such as family, schools, membership of associations (including lion
dance and musical associations), workplace, and neighbours, temples have been able to utilize their existing
communities to mobilize new supporters, helpers, and financiers. New technologies, such as the internet,
social media and video or photo sharing websites, have also helped to attract new helpers and members, often
transcending older place, kin, and interpersonal ties. Another important means of community-building by the
Nine Emperor Gods temples was to work with local grassroot leaders, organisations and charities, as well as
more national ones, and to assist in local and national charity and welfare programmes, to raise their profile and

obtain support for the Nine Emperor Gods Festival.
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>
A banquet at Hong San temple hosted by the Old

Vegetarian Friends Association. Each association
affiliated to the temple, the temple management
committee and the women’s group will take turns to
host a banquet on consecutive days after the Nine

Emperor Gods Festival.
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Many elements of the older community continue to be relevant in some Nine Emperor Gods temples
today. In temples like Hong San Temple, Kew Huang Keng, and Kim San Tze, the incense associations, most of
which were founded during the kampong days, still provide the backbone for the festival’s organisation today.
Each association is responsible for a particular aspect of the festival, from rituals to the firecrackers that used
to be lit during key events of the festival to the floats, opera, and musical troupes and ensemble performing and
contribution of various services and material goods during the festival.” The Senior Vegetarian Friends at Hong
San Temple was responsible for many of the key rituals during the festival, as well as the upkeep of the Inner
Chamber. The Association of Sincere and United Devotees would contribute floats and gateways. The Incense
Pavilion Society was in charge of the palanquins and other ritual matters. The Large Canon Association gained
its namesake from the procurement of the firecrackers that were lit during the Nine Emperor Gods Festival before
the ban on firecrackers in 1972.7* It was originally made up of devotees who hailed from a specific occupation,
namely sellers of vegetables who organised themselves as the Joint Association of Green Vegetable Sellers.”
In 2018, the Ritual Ship Association was also founded to mobilise people to manage these ships which were

introduced in the early 2000s and have become a fixture in many Nine Emperor Gods temples.

The dinners that each of the associations host after the festival is also an important way of raising the
profile of these associations and of Hong San Temple. These associations and the kampong identity remain the
main conduit for recruiting new members of the temple committee and temple community. Thus, many of the
office holders in the temple are also members of the different associations. In Hong San temple, those who have
no historical connection to the old Tai Seng kampong, either being a former resident or direct kin of one, would
have to serve as a helper in the festival before they can join the temple as a member. When they do so, they often

also join one of the associations.

It is perhaps no coincidence that Kew Huang Keng and Kim San Tze, which both began the Nine
Emperor Gods Festival by inviting incense from Hong San Keng, also adopted such a general organisational
structure, although not on the same elaborate basis, with a smaller number of associations, and with some
changes to their names. In Kew Huang Keng, the Incense Friends Association had replaced the former Incense
Pavilion Association in the care of the palanquins. The Music Association would be responsible for arranging the
performing drum and gong troupes for the festival. True to their name, and as we shall see in this volume, each of
these sub-organisations was historically responsible for certain aspects of the festival, such as firecrackers, opera
performances and music, among others. In other temples, the festival may be coordinated via a smaller number
of specialist institutions. Since 1985, in Kim San Tze, three associations are involved in the Nine Emperor Gods
Festival, namely the Towkay and Censer Master Association, Fraternal Association, and the Incense Pavilion
Association.” In all, these different associations are central not only to the organisation and logistical functioning

of the festival, but also to the identity of the temple.
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77 In the case of Nan Bei Dou Mu Gong, a temple not
covered in our project, we also see the organisers turning
to the Putian and Henghwa community and temples in

Singapore for support and assistance during the festival.

 Yeh Yun-Tsui, “The Change of Social Spaces within
Chinese Settlements in Singapore under National

Policies,” Journal of Chinese Overseas 8:1 (2012): 11-37.

While these older communities continue to play a significant role in the organization of the festival
and contribute to the identity of the temples and their Nine Emperor Gods festivals, these identities and their
socio-cultural composition have undergone changes in the past few decades. For instance, in Yu Hai Tang, there
has been a notable shift in the dialect background of its members. Initially, the older Hainanese members and
their families predominated, but over time, the subsequent members and leaders primarily speak Mandarin. This
linguistic transformation reflects the changing environments resulting from the temple’s relocations.”” The same
trend can be observed in temples such as Hong San Temple and Kew Huang Keng. In their former kampongs,
the predominant language spoken was Zhao’an or Chaoshan dialect. However, in their new environments and
locations after 1980, their communities have become more diverse in terms of linguistic and regional ancestry.
This diversity is reflected in the languages spoken by the temple members, showcasing a shift in linguistic and

regional backgrounds.

Interestingly, while relocation has been portrayed as a loss to a temple’s familiar networks of support
in once familiar areas, the above examples show how some temples have managed to maintain these old ties
and communities, and even used on them to expand and diversify their followings and manpower base.” The
success and growth of the Nine Emperor Gods temples in their new locations relied on their ability to establish
connections and forge ties with the new communities surrounding them. Furthermore, they had to diversify their
networks and expand their circles beyond geographical boundaries in order to thrive. To do so, they utilized
both older traditional ties such as family, kampong associates, clan associations, and new relationships created
through new forms and spaces of socialization (and education and work processes), technologies, as well as
connecting to new grassroot organisations and community centres. The charismatic appeal of the leaders, office-
holders, and religious specialists has also played a crucial role in fostering broader communities that extend
beyond geographical boundaries. This is particularly significant in cases where place-based communities are no

longer sustainable, and virtual connections become more prominent.

Temples have adopted various strategies to strengthen and expand their communities: 1) the holding
of local community religious festivals and services, such as Seventh Month Festivals and even Mid-Autumn
Festival events, 2) Holding large-scale feasts with auctions and sometimes getai in the bigger scale ones for
devotees, supporters and their friends and family, 3) the use of newspaper advertisements and 4) increasing
the use of new social media to share photos, videos, and news of events, have all become important means of
maintaining community relations within the Nine Emperor Gods temples, and also a means of attracting new
members. Some of these strategies have been evident even before the 1970s and 1980s, but have grown in scale
in the past decades. The vegetarian feasts during the festival grew in scale until the 1990s, with some temples like
Long Nan Szye even holding dinners with 1000 guests and more in the 1960s and 1970s. Today, many temples
have moved these feasts to after the event, and made them even larger in scale. The management committee and
each of the Hong San Temple associations would take turns host a feast with a large getai stage for eight (and
now nine) nights in a row after the end of the festival. Such events, and new media, have allowed these temples

to attract ever growing followings through their existing communities and networks.

To attract and coordinate a younger group of devotees to take the reins for these Nine Emperor
Gods temples’ leadership, and consequently, the organisation of the festival, several temples have tweaked or
enacted new policies to grow their pool of members and leadership. In Hong San Temple, to gain membership
in the temple, one could either claim affiliation to an inhabitant from the Tai Seng village of old or contribute
three active years of service to the temple. These arrangements enable the temple to maintain a balance between
welcoming committed individuals into its membership and preserving its essence as a community hub for the

northern part of Tai Seng kampong.
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>
Presentation of bursaries to students at Hong San

Temple, graced by Dr. Ker Sin Tze, Member of
Parliament (MP) for Aljunied GRC from 1991 to

2001. Photograph courtesy of Hong San Temple.
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In other instances, newer organisations have been set up by their respective temples to bring like-
minded individuals together. For example, in Kew Huang Keng, there is a discussion about establishing a youth
group to bring younger devotees in closer contact with one another. In recent years, given the growing reverence
for Dou Mu, there are several informal groups and sub-organisations within these Nine Emperor Gods temples
who are specifically devoted to ferrying Dou Mu around on her palanquin. We see such instances in the case of
Shin Sen Keng and Choa Chu Kang Tao Bu Keng, where a troupe comprised entirely of women are mobilised
during the Nine Emperor Gods Festival for this purpose. In some temples, there is also talk about establishing a
Women’s Group. In recent years, Kew Huang Keng established first a Women’s Group, and also a Youth Group
to formalize the association of the many women and youth volunteers in the festival, and to help attract more

volunteers and members from these social categories.

The charitable function of these temples has not diminished in post-independence Singapore but
has been channelled to new avenues for their respective constituents. For example, in Hong San Temple, the
organisation also gives out bursary awards to students and also designated a day for the veneration of senior
citizens annually.” Many other Nine Emperor Gods temples, such as Xuan Wu Shan and Jia Zhui Kang Dou Mu
Gong also would also host banquets during or right after the festival, where senior citizens from the constituency

or neighbouring ones, regardless of ethnicity, language or religion, are invited to a banquet.

After moving its new premises in Jalan Kayu, Leong Nam Temple has also supported various
community projects such as supplying less well-to-do families and households in the vicinity with necessities
and food products from the temple’s income and donations during the Nine Emperor Gods Festival. The temple
has also achieved successful collaboration with local grassroots organizations to jointly establish a sports and
recreation center. This center serves as a venue for the Nine Emperor Gods Festival and other festivals organized
by member temples within the joint temple complex. Additionally, plans to establish an outlet that provides
essential supplies to the needy residents in the vicinity are nearing completion in 2022. Similarly, from the first
to ninth days of the ninth lunar month at Jia Zhui Kang Dou Mu Gong, the temple prepares 3000 goody bags of
dried staples and food for the vicinity’s senior citizens to redeem, regardless of ethnicity and religion. In 2018,
these efforts also expanded to include a vegetarian dinner that was hosted by the temple on the eighth day of the
ninth lunar month.® The social functions and the communal roles of these temples, as these examples suggest,
mirrored their pre-independence counterparts, where these organisations doubled as community centres and

provided practical assistance to the needy where necessary.
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Dou Mu sedan chairs at Choa Chu Kang Tao Bu

Keng and Shin Sen Keng.
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Bursary award ceremony and the senior citizens’

appreciation day at Hong San Temple in the present.
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>
Fundraising event for various charitable causes at

the Jia Zhui Kang Dou Mu Gong, 2009. Photographs
courtesy of the Jia Zhui Kang Dou Mu Gong.
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>
Volunteers folding incense paper and preparing meals

at a void deck adjoining the Xuan Wu Shan festival

site.
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Banquets for senior citizens during the Nine Emperor

Gods Festival of 2009 and 2017. First photograph
courtesy of the Jia Zhui Kang Dou Mu Gong.
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Volunteers preparing vegetables for food offerings in

a void deck adjoining the Leng San Giam Dou Mu

Gong complex.
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A
The censer master and key organisers of the Nine

Emperor Buddhas Festival at Zhun Ti Tang in 2017.
Most of the temple’s devotees hail from the north-

eastern portion of Singapore.
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A
Xuan Wu Shan visiting Hong San Temple as a part

of the yew keng on the ninth day of the ninth lunar

month.
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>
The Nine Emperor Gods Festival at Hong San Temple,

c. 1968 till 1970. Photographs courtesy of Hong San
Temple.
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8 For conciseness, the focus of this section’s coverage
of yew kengs and excursions associated with the worship
of the Nine Emperor Gods is confined to Singapore.
The scale of these processions is also extremely grand
in Thailand and Malaysia. For example, confer with the
long and multi-segment processions characteristic of the
Taiping Doulaogong in Perak AP abJiis} g as
described by 484, “ IR HIK — PRA I8k,
in JUE IR RPN RS AL SR RI1993 45 (
KR Rl i 3, 19934F), 11-12.

# Lee Kim Leong 254 J§, Traditional Chinese Medicine
in Singapore, Accession Number 002460, Reel 5, 07:45-
09:50. The medium attached to Hong San Temple,
according to Lee Kim Leong, was “exclusively
devoted to the Nine Emperor Gods, and never offered
consultations for the sick or performed exorcisms to his
knowledge. Devotees who fell sick, however, would
consume talismans issued by the Nine Emperor Gods. See
Lee Kim Leong 2454 J¢, idem, Reel 11, 0:50-01:56. On
fire-walking during the Nine Emperor Gods Festival, see
Cheu Hock Tong, “An Analysis of the Nine Emperor Gods
Spirit-Medium Cults in Malaysia” (PhD diss., Cornell
University, 1982), 252-266.

2%, Reel 5, 10:00-11:13.

# 2% Reel 5, 13:30-14:38. In the same segment, Lee
noted that Hong San Temple’s yew keng also “passed by
” Kew Huang Keng after the latter’s establishment, and
no conflict took place between the two organisations to

his knowledge.

% Ong Chye Hock FE7#HChinese Dialect Groups,
Accession Number 000168, Reel 7 11:00-11:38.

% F_ Reel 8, 03:14-04:38. In idem, Reel 7, 10:30-10:49,
Ong mentioned that the medium of the Nine Emperor
Gods in Hong San Temple would advise the temple on
its rituals, and that the deity through his medium would
medium would go on a yew keng through the Lemongrass
district on the fourth day of the ninth lunar month.
However, it is unclear if the medium also decided upon
the route as well, or if his human assistants independently

planned the yew keng’s itinerary.

Yew Kampong, Yew Keng and Can Bai:
Processions and the Making of New Communities

Among the most noticeable transformations of the Nine Emperor Gods Festival in post-1965
Singapore would be the transformation of the yew keng and its meanings and identities, especially after 1980. A
yew keng refers to a tour by a deity and his or her entourage. These processions often went around the kampong
or neighbourhood, but as the newspaper reports in the 1930s and 1960s show, they sometimes went far beyond,
except for several temples. The entourage usually travelled on foot. Today, and especially in the last twenty years,
due to various restrictions on foot processions, it has involved into a tour of Nine Emperor Gods temples on

lorries, bringing new meanings and significance to this practice during the Nine Emperor Gods Festival.

Historically, for older Nine Emperor Gods temples that were located within villages and kampongs,
it was customary for the Nine Emperor Gods and their palanquins to perform a tour of their village community
during the festival to dispense blessings upon the inhabitants.®! In Hong San Temple, the Nine Emperor Gods’
palanquin and medium (on a sedan chair of swords) would tour the village in an annual procession. Before
ascending the sedan chair, the deity through the medium would cross a bed of burning hot coals with a few
faithful devotees.® Lee Kim Leong, who lived in the kampong as a child, fondly recounted the “gongs and drum
beats” that characterised the occasion’s exuberance in pre-independence Singapore. The entire village would
volunteer and participate in the procession to make the occasion a success. Ladies, for example, would dress up
and carry flower baskets as a part of the procession, which could easily last from four to six hours. Households
and temples along the route would often put out tables with offerings and incense for the deity on tour, and there

would be the exchange of incense as the procession passed by.*

This practice was also seen in the southern region of Lemongrass Village, which was predominantly
Chaoshan, and where a new Nine Emperor Gods temple, Kew Huang Keng was established with incense from
the Hong San Temple between 1942 and 1945. Before the latter’s founding, the “procession [from Hong San
Temple] would tour the entire Lemongrass Village”.®* In an interesting story about the founding of the new
temple, Ong Chye Hock remembered that the southern community had wanted the procession to pass through
“every single small lane during the tour” in their kampong. Families in the kampong — many of whom were
involved in farming — believed that “if the procession passes by their houses, they will be granted peace and
harmony...their agriproducts, such as their pigs and ducks would also be protected”, testifying to the importance
of these processions in the eyes of the village inhabitants, who often paid much attention to the route of these
religious processions.*> However, this request was not acceded to “because too much time would be spent on

the many small avenues”. %
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>
Participants in the Kew Huang Keng Nine Emperor

Gods Festival processions. Photographs courtesy of

Ler Su Kuee.
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Thereafter, according to Ong, Chaoshan leaders of the southern regions of the village requested to
invite incense from the Hong San Temple to establish a new temple so that they could organise tours by the Nine
Emperor Gods in their districts. After the establishment of Kew Huang Keng, the palanquins of the new temple
will tour the southern parts, which were predominantly Chaoshan, every year. This practice has continued into
the present, even after the relocation of the inhabitants and of the temple to different housing estates in Bedok,

Bendemeer, and Geylang Serai.

For Kew Huang Keng, the yew keng processions and processions as part of the sending off of the Nine
Emperor Gods and Dou Mu Yuan Jun in the old temple were grand affairs that involved the whole community
living around the temple, in the southern districts of Lemongrass village. For the latter, students from the Hwa
Nong Public School would be given the day off to take part in the procession, with the school itself used as one
of the staging points. Temple representatives will visit the homes of residents with an orange to invite daughters
of a certain age in these families to carry banners, flower baskets and other items in the sending off procession.
This was seen as a very prestigious duty. Boys would try to be selected as one of the flag bearers. Other villages
will dress up as opera characters in traditional costumes, and some would paint their faces as comical figures.
Older members of the Incense Friends Association remembered how difficult it was to be able to get to carry the
palanquins during the procession as young boys, and of running over lit firecrackers in the dense smoke. It was
a spectacle that involved the whole village as seen in old photographs of these festival events. For the villagers,

taking part in the procession was an honour and act of devotion to the Nine Emperor Gods.

Most of the Nine Emperor Gods temples in the kampong or village would conduct processions
by the Nine Emperor Gods and accompanying deities through the village to bless the residents. These were
usually big events for the kampong and immediate neighbourhood, often attracting devotees with incense as
well as curious onlookers who follow the procession. On these yew kengs, households and temples would
lay out tables with offerings and incense outside their main door to wait for the deity and entourage, and to
exchange incense when they pass by. In some temples, older members remembered how they would skip
school as children to join the procession as flag bearers. Participating in the procession not only provided them
with the opportunity to earn some pocket money but also allowed them to enjoy themselves and have a great
time. Nan Shan Hai Miao, in its short history at the old site of Jalan Ang Teng in the 1970s before moving into
the new premises in Bedok Reservoir Road, also conducted one or two yew kengs, as documented in photos

from their collection.
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Chapter 1 Introduction Yew Kampong, Yew Keng and Can Bai: Processions and the Making of New Communities

>
Nan Shan Hai Miao yew keng around the Jalan Ang

Teng village area during the Nine Emperor Gods
Festival, undated (likely the 1970s). Photographs

courtesy of Nan Shan Hai Miao.

Photographs courtesy of Nan Shan Hai Miao.
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% Koh Keng We, “The Deity Proposes, the State Disposes:
The Vicissitudes of a Chinese Temple in post-1965
Singapore,” in Singapore: Negotiating State and Society,
1965-2015, ed. Jason Lim and Terence Lee (New York:
Routledge, 2016), 131.

Ethnographic and photographic accounts by the British anthropologist Alan Elliot of Shin Sen
Keng’s Nine Emperor Gods Festival in 1950 show the Nine Emperor Gods through his medium sitting on a
sedan chair lined with nails being carried through the surrounding area. Elliot also recounted how members of
the temple were seen in the Si Ka Teng area, busily preparing bamboo spiritual army posts along the procession
routes. Memories of an earlier procession, when the temple had to relocate from the outer region of Sankongding
in the face of suburban redevelopment in the 1930s, described how during the festival yew keng one year, the
Nine Emperor Gods “ventured beyond the village to look for a new temple site”, in contrast to processions in
previous years where the route would usually fall within the parameters of the village.®” When they reached the

Henderson area, he had thrown his sword into a thicket and had identified that as the location of the new temple.
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Chapter 1 Introduction Yew Kampong, Yew Keng and Can Bai: Processions and the Making of New Communities

>
The Nine Emperor Gods on a nail sedan chair during

Shin Shen Keng’s kampong yew keng in 1950, as the
Daoist priest consecrates a bamboo installation for
spiritual armies. Photograph courtesy of the Alan J.
A. Elliot’s collection, Museum of Anthropology and
Archaeology, Cambridge.

19504, # il B LR KA ATy H Ak Lebs . &
Kk 2T . WA IR R 2% 5 N2
Wi Alan J. A. Elliotli 42 fit .

R RA W AT R BUL IR, BN ER,
October 21, 1958, 8; “ R I KL B P SE BRI BLIL
ELRA IE,” BIPERR, October 11, 1966, 16.

Nevertheless, announcements by Hong San temple in the 1950s and 1960s about their upcoming

festivals indicated that they would have processions outside the Tai Seng village area where the temple was
situated. They went to Paya Lebar Road, Geylang, Katong, and Bedok via, Telok Kurau, and Joo Chiat Road, in
1958, and Tai Seng Lane, Upper Paya Lebar Road, Macpherson Road, Aljunied Road, Geylang Road, Guillemard
Road, Mountbatten Road until the Kallang Park Marina in 1966.% These places were all in the eastern part of

Singapore and outside of Tai Seng village.
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Nine Emperor Gods Festival procession at Hougang

Tou Mu Kung, 1951.
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Chapter 1 Introduction Yew Kampong, Yew Keng and Can Bai: Processions and the Making of New Communities

>
Altars were erected by devotees to receive the touring

yew keng contingent of Leong Nam Temple during
the Nine Emperor Gods Festival, 1985. Photographs

courtesy of Leong Nam Temple.
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York: Routledge, 2008), 159-177.

Likewise, when Leong Nam Temple hosted the Nine Emperor Gods Festival within its Geylang Serai
premises in 1961, the temple had “designated the sixth day (of the ninth lunar month) from 10 AM (as their yew
keng), where they would invite the deities to tour every street and village”.* By the 1980s, the yew keng tradition
had transformed into a new practice of visiting other Nine Emperor Gods temples within Singapore, instead of
touring the surrounding region in the eastern part of the country. In the 1990s, this practice expanded to include
visits to temples in the southwestern part of Singapore, and eventually extended to cover the entire island. It is
this system of yew keng which has become the model for a full-scale yew keng by the other Nine Emperor Gods

temples.

The historical experiences of these temples suggest that these yew keng processions were initially
focused on local and adjacent communities in which the Nine Emperor Gods temple were ensconced within, and
largely carried out on foot. They were a very important part of community life and identity in these kampongs
and their networks. Nevertheless, even in the 1950s and 1960s, certain temples in the east were already venturing
further, beyond the confines of their kampong. This was done in a very elaborate fashion, but such processions
would require connections to these neighbouring communities as well as the organisational and network capacity
to muster the monetary, material and manpower support needed. They reflected the growing scale and scope of
the temples, as well as their networks and identity. Only in instances of significant social change or pressed with
extenuating circumstances that the Nine Emperor Gods, their mediums and palanquins modified their once-

accustomed routes.”
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Post-Independence Transformations and
Negotiations

Yew keng processions, as important ways of maintaining and also creating community ties and
identities, and also conveying the blessings of the Nine Emperor Gods to the community at large, have been
central the Nine Emperor Gods Festival. The evolution of yew keng and processions in the last few decades,
due both to the changing transport technologies and road infrastructure, the volume and intensity of vehicular
traffic, new regulations on foot processions on major roads and thoroughfares, and the changing socio-cultural
structures of the Nine Emperor Gods temple and festival communities have all contributed to the changing nature
of yew keng. Rather than just processions in the vicinity and neighbourhood, Nine Emperor Gods temples began
to organise more extensive and complex yew keng routes beyond the vicinity of the temples (for example eastern
temples focusing on the east). Interpersonal ties across Nine Emperor Gods temples and the growing connections
beyond place/kampong, dialect, and kinship identities (although they remain important), also give wider scope

for such processions, and the exchange of such processions.

Thus, where the yew kengs of the past would focus on the ties between the Nine Emperor Gods
temples and their surrounding communities, the yew kengs of the past twenty to thirty years have increasingly
focused on the ties between Nine Emperor Gods temples, and the connections with other temples and supporters
far beyond their immediate surroundings. Nevertheless, manpower, material, and money remain important
considerations, and the difficulties of mustering manpower especially with contemporary work and lifestyle
schedules, have also shaped the frequency and timing of these yew keng processions, and the Nevertheless, even
today, yew keng processions, or even the corollary, can bai, never fails to excite communities, whether the Nine
Emperor Gods temples organising the procession, or the communities they are visiting or will pass through. Even
with the relocation of temples and their associated village or neighbourhood communities to new housing estates,
the temples were able to establish new communities. This was achieved not only by hosting the festival in these
new locations but also through their processions or yew keng within the neighbourhoods. These processions,
whether held as separate events or as part of the receiving and sending-off ceremonies, played a crucial role in

creating a sense of community and fostering connections among the residents.

Thus, Kim San Tze temple, after its relocation to Jalan Ulu Siglap, would organise an entourage and
foot procession to send off the Nine Emperor Gods at East Coast Park. Before the start of the Nine Emperor Gods
Festival in 1979, the Sin Chew Jit Poh issued a notice about the route that temple would take before the sending-
off of the Nine Emperor Gods was performed on the ninth day of the ninth lunar month. At 7:30 PM sharp, the
contingent would leave the temple. The early departure was necessary to visit the following locations en route
to the sending-off point in East Coast Park: “Gu Ka Lo Street, Jalan Tua Kong, East Coast Road, Siglap Road,
the first half of New Changi Road, Bedok South Avenue 1 and East Coast Park Way” before proceeding to the
beach itself.”" It was an important means of building a new community in its new locale, and also in maintaining

and strengthening these ties.

Similarly, in the case of Shin Shen Keng, in their new location in Margaret Drive in the 1980s and
1990s, the yew keng in the traditional sense, of the neighbourhood and environs, still took place every year until
1999/2000. During the sending-off ceremony of the Jade Emperor in the afternoon, a procession will take place.
Additionally, a larger procession is organized for the Queenstown/Strathmore area during the sending-off of the
Nine Emperor Gods. While devotees would then take the hired buses or their own transport to go to the canal by
Great World City for the sending off, and the palanquins making the journey by lorry, the Nine Emperor Gods

medium and his entourage would make their way there on foot.
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Shin Shen Keng sending off the Jade Emperor in

the afternoon of the ninth day before the sending-off
of the Nine Emperor Gods, 1990. Photograph from
the Singapore Tourism Board Collection, National

Archives of Singapore.
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>
Leong Nam Temple visiting Kim San Tze during

the Nine Emperor Gods Festival, 1992. Photograph

courtesy of Leong Nam Temple.
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These processions were very important in establishing and maintaining the local and regional
identities of the Nine Emperor Gods temples and in maintaining their ties with the community, even as these
constituencies have evolved. These processions also serve as a significant means of engaging the community,
even as the composition of these communities evolves over time with changing membership. They are also
important events that generate a sense of belonging, not only locally and regionally as in the past, but also today,

within a growing sense of a Nine Emperor Gods community.

For many temples, the memory is largely of the localized yew keng focusing on the kampong or
adjacent areas. It was only in the 1970s and 1980s that a new form of yew keng oriented toward visiting other
Nine Emperor Gods temples became more prevalent. Some remember Leong Nam Temple as an important
initiator of such visits. Their own yew keng originated from the need to return the visits by Leong Nam Temple,
and gradually extended to other temples, which also began the practice of visiting other Nine Emperor Gods
temples, beyond the usual tour of their immediate vicinity and adjacent areas. This has evolved to the present,
where the term yew keng in the Nine Emperor Gods Festival has become synonymous with this model of holding

processions.
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Vanguards at Shin Sen Keng preparing to receive visitors

from Leong Nam Temple, 1999. Photographs courtesy of
Leong Nam Temple.
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Palanquins from Leong Nam Temple arriving at Choa Chu

Kang Tao Bu Keng in 2017.
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>
Nan Shan Hai Miao visiting Kew Huang Keng,

Leong Nam Temple and Kim San Tze during the Nine
Emperor Gods Festival of 1998. Photographs courtesy
of Nan Shan Hai Miao.
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There is also evidence that Hong San Temple had organised visits to Hougang Tou Mu Kung from the
late-1950s onwards. On the ninth day of the ninth lunar month in 1958, it was reported that Hong San Temple’s
“procession of decorated floats” would first “proceed to the Nine Emperor Gods’ Temple at Hougang to worship
the deities” before proceeding to other locations in eastern Singapore.”” Three years later, a similar delegation
was sent to Hougang Tou Mu Kung on the same day. However, instead of touring other parts of Singapore, the
procession returned to Hong San Temple once they had finished their prayers to prepare for the sending-off at
night.”® These inter-organisational visits may have set the stage for lengthier and grander visits that culminated in

the yew keng that we are familiar with today.

The evolution of this new form of yew keng focused on visiting other Nine Emperor Gods temples
in Singapore rather than adjacent districts has also seen the emergence of a relatively strong Nine Emperor Gods
temples community whose ties are annually reinforced through either yew keng processions or smaller scale can
bai visits. The Nine Emperor Gods Festival and temples possess a unique characteristic in comparison to other
deity festivals. While it was previously more common for temples to visit friendly temples dedicated to different
deities, the emergence of the Shenggong Wenhua movement has recently aimed to foster a sense of community
among various temples. Nevertheless, they will usually involve the invitation of a Guang Ze Zun Wang image

from China to initiate such yew keng processions between Guang Ze Zun Wang temples.
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>

Kim San Tze visiting Kew Huang Keng,. Photograph

Courtesy of Kim San Tze.
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Post-Independence Transformations and Negotiations

* Teh Ka Kiong, “Changed and Unchanged: The

Dynamics of a Nine Emperor Gods Temple in Post

Independent  Singapore” (Hons. Thesis,

Technological University, 2017), 40-41.

Nanyang

In the case of Kew Huang Keng, we see the juxtaposition of the two different forms of yew keng
processions. The first would be the contemporary yew keng procession in which it would visit other Nine
Emperor Gods temples in the eastern part of Singapore, including Hong San Temple, from which they had
obtained their foundational incense. Therefore, this can be seen as a continuation of the older, more elaborate yew
keng practice from the 1950s and 1960s, but with a difference. Instead of visiting districts and neighbourhoods,
these processions are specifically intended to visit other temples that are also observing the Nine Emperor
Gods Festival. This is held on the third day of the ninth lunar month. For this yew keng, sometimes one of two
palanquins will accompany the entourage, carrying the incense censer of the Nine Emperor Gods. Till today, the
final stop of Kew Huang Keng’s yew keng contingent continues to conclude at the Hong San Temple in memory

of their close historical and incense ties.**

On the sixth day of the ninth lunar month, Kew Huang Keng have the yew kampong procession.
This was built on two traditions. The first type of touring would involve visiting the local kampong where the
temple is located and blessing the community members. The temple representatives would bring the blessings
of the Nine Emperor Gods to the residents and offer prayers for their well-being. The second type of touring
would take place in more distant areas where there are no existing Nine Emperor Gods temples. In these areas,
the communities would prepare altar tables and decorate them elaborately to welcome the Nine Emperor Gods
during their tours. This new form of yew kampong tradition started when the residents of the southern part of
Lemongrass village who had hitherto constituted the major community and support for the Nine Emperor Gods
Festival and Kew Huang Keng were all relocated to new housing estates in Haig Road, Geylang Bahru, Bedok
and Bedok North. To maintain ties with these communities, incense and censers were invited by representatives
from the communities in each of these areas to set up an altar and station to welcome the Nine Emperor Gods and
Dou Mu Yuan Jun from the in their respective palanquins and the entourage from the home temple. Thus, while
the physical kampong is no more, the ties and identities associated with the old kampong have been maintained
both by Kew Huang Keng, and the families from the old kampong and their descendants in their new estates

after 1980.
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The Kew Huang Keng contingent visiting Hong San

Temple, the last and most important stop on their

annual yew keng route.
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A
The Bedok North “deity receiving station” in the

1980s and the present. It was established by former
inhabitants from Lemongrass village to receive the
Nine Emperor Gods and Dou Mu Yuan Jun from
Kew Huang Keng as part of the kampong yew keng
each year. First two photographs are courtesy of Kew

Huang Keng.
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Choa Chu Kang Tao Bu Keng also has a tradition of organising a procession back to its original
location in the Sungei Tengah area, near Lim Chu Kang road today, on the sixth day, which temple members also
refer to as yew kampong. In some years, when instruction was given by the First Emperor God, Choa Chu Kang
Tao Bu Keng will organise a procession to invite water from the pier there to be used for rituals at the temple. The
pier was also the place where the temple used to receive the Nine Emperor Gods when the temple was still in the
old location. They will be accompanied by the nine mediums of the Nine Emperor Gods as well as the palanquins
and the Daoist priest. The Daoist priest will conduct the ritual for the invitation of water. The First Emperor
God will walk towards the pier and fill a pail with water, which was then wrapped in yellow cloth. The pail of
water would be carried back to the temple. In some years, the procession will make their way to the home of the
descendants of Cai En, whose home has its own altar for the Nine Emperor Gods. In many ways, this return to the
kampong is an important ritual and routine to remind the participants in the festival today, especially the helpers
at the temple, many of whom grew up in the original village or had relatives who did, of their history and ties to
this place. For new members who did not reside at the village before, it was also an important window into the

history and identity of the temple.

The Choa Chu Kang Tao Bu Keng visits affiliated temples like the old Ci Bei Ma Zu Gong, which
has historical ties. The mediums from Ci Bei Ma Zu Gong also serve as mediums for several of the Nine Emperor
Gods in Tao Bu Keng, and their members assist at the temple and Nine Emperor Gods Festival. In the old
kampong, Ci Bei Ma Zu Gong used to be situated next to the location where the Tao Bu Keng entourage would
receive the Nine Emperor Gods. Before the day of the receiving, a representative from the Tao Bu Keng would
visit the temple to inform the deity and the keepers. The two temples thus enjoyed a very close relationship both

in the past and present.
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<A
1992 and present-day versions of the Haig Road

“deity receiving station” which were erected by
former Lemongrass Village inhabitants to receive
the Nine Emperor Gods and Dou Mu Yuan Jun from
Kew Huang Keng. The first two photographs are

courtesy of Mr Sunny Lian.
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>
The Nine Emperor Gods exchanging incense at an

altar erected by Ci Bei Ma Zu Gong.
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This was not unique to the Choa Chu Kang Tao Bu Keng. In many cases, Nine Emperor Gods temples
would also visit affiliated temples as a part of the yew keng, as well as the homes of their censer masters and
key sponsors of the festival. According to our informants, in the past, Leong Nam Temple’s yew keng procession
would visit censer masters, their towkays, as well as their respective factory outlets to bless them. In the present
day, the temple’s contingent would visit the company which provides construction equipment and workers who
helped with the tentage that is set up at the festival site. Uniquely, at this location, all nine palanquins were
present, and it was the only location where incense sticks were directly exchanged with the palanquins. Likewise,
in Zhun Ti Tang, during the festival of 2017, the temple’s yew keng made its way to the homes of the year’s
censer masters, although these detours were not undertaken in the previous year. During their visits, the deities
are believed to confer blessings upon the faithful and their families who had contributed time, manpower and
money to make the occasion a success.

>
Zhun Ti Tang visiting the censer master’s home during

the festival in 2017 to confer blessings.
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Leong Nam Temple visiting the home of its censer
master , 1979. Photographs courtesy of Leong Nam
Temple.

19794F, Jp g B il R p ARG . IR il
el s aeen



Chapter 1 Introduction Post-Independence Transformations and Negotiations

% 2% Reel 5, 13:03-13:30. This was probably because the
convoy could not continue without interrupting the flow

of traffic on key road arteries.

% On the ground-breaking ceremony for Kew Huang
Keng’s relocation in the mid-1980s, see “fX5AFE % 5L
SUE HRADLHEPUE A, BEA AR, November 9, 1986,
2.

7 Confer with Koh, “The Deity Proposes, the State

Disposes,” 136.

With the relocation of communities and temples in post-independence Singapore, adapting to urban
redevelopment and new regulations, temples have faced challenges in organizing processions due to traffic
volume, speed, and spatial rules. Many temples can no longer travel from the temple to receiving and sending-
off locations by foot. However, the Nine Emperor Gods Festival, along with Thaipusam, has been given some
leeway for foot processions. Permission is often granted for the entourage to travel by foot for a designated

distance before reaching the main roads.

In Hong San Temple, the practice of carrying the Nine Emperor Gods palanquins on foot from the
sea to the temple and vice versa has been limited. Now, only a part of the journey can be done on foot, while
the rest is covered on lorries or buses.” However, devotees are still allowed to walk from the entrance of Defu
Lane 12 to the temple after receiving the Nine Emperor Gods. Similarly, in Kew Huang Keng, the palanquins
and participants can only travel on foot between the East Coast Park beach and the car park, and then from the
car park to the temple. The palanquins greet other temples along Arumugam Road before entering Kew Huang
Keng’s main hall. During the sending off, the palanquins and devotees board lorries and buses from the road
behind the temple, after a short distance on foot.”® Other Nine Emperor Gods temples have also adapted to new
spatial realities and work closely with official agencies to preserve traditions, ensure public safety, and provide

convenience to their communities.

These adaptations that were undertaken to conform with state regulations since post-independence
Singapore not only altered how the receiving and sending-off ceremonies are performed but also indirectly
transformed the meaning of “yew keng”. It was no longer equivalent to “yew kampong” or the procession
through the community and neighbouring areas en route to the sending-off location. The spatial dimensions have
changed, in that the keng was no longer the kampong but has come to encompass the nation-state of Singapore.’’
Thus, instead of touring the neighbourhood, the palanquins and temple now visit other Nine Emperor Gods
temples in a tour traversing either the whole island or parts of it. In the past, as we have seen, the processions’
route was largely-limited to a village compound where the temple drew its bases of devotees, as well as logistical
and financial support, from. In post-independence Singapore, after many of these kampongs were relocated
and villagers scattered, yew keng assumed novel connotations, where they referred to inter-temple visits and

exchanges of gifts and incense.
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<
Leng San Giam Dou Mu Gong visiting Hougang Tou

Mu Kung.
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>
Hougang Tou Mu Kung visiting Kew Huang Keng

during the Nine Emperor Gods Festival.

)
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* Some of the larger palanquins might require larger
teams of people, often rotating between shifts. In Leong
Nam Temple, the palanquin for the Eighth Emperor God
weighs about 200kg. The teams for such palanquins
might range from 30-40 people. For temples like Leong
Nam Temple, Choa Chu Kang Tao Bu Keng and Leng
San Giam Dou Mu Gong, with nine palanquins and other
sedan chairs, one would need 400 people for just these
purposes alone. For Choa Chu Kang Tao Bu Keng, the
nine mediums would require ten or more people to assist
each medium, and when one factors in the drum troupe
and the host of other helpers helping with different ritual
paraphernalia, and helping with various tasks, one can
imagine the size of the contingent for each full-scale yew
keng. One adds to these figures and the mobilization of
these people, the logistical challenge of transporting the

whole entourage and the large number of devotees.

Ultimately, costs, manpower, and material and logistical constraints still matter. A yew keng
procession could often need to muster a large number of people, depending on the number of palanquins and
sedan chairs (and their sizes), flags, banners, and other ritual and parade paraphernalia, the number of mediums,
the number of accompanying lion dance troupes, drum and percussion troupes, as well as other performers, and
floats. Not counting accompanying devotees, operational staff alone could number from about a hundred for
the smaller scale ones to more than six hundred for the larger temples.”® The number of vehicles accompanying
from the lorries for the palanquins to the buses for the devotees would present another interesting challenge.
Thus, it is often the case that yew kengs would fall on a weekend, so that they could muster as many people as
possible without disrupting their work schedules. Processions for the sending oft of the Nine Emperor Gods,
based on memories of older participants in temples such as Hong San temple, could stretch from one to two
kilometres long. The popularity and significance of the festival vis-a-vis other deity festivals in Singapore is a
major factor in its ability to attract participants and participant organisations and communities. Although the scale
has diminished somewhat today in terms of the length of the procession and the scale, they remain very grand and

impressive affairs which present logistical challenges to temples.
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<
Zhun Ti Tang visiting Leong Nam Temple and

Hougang Tou Mu Kung in 2017.
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>
Jiu Huang Dian committee members welcoming a

contingent of visitors from Kew Huang Keng.

JUR B FYGRILE B S FER .

Thus, today, most temples, with the exception of Leong Nam Temple, Kew Huang Keng, and
Hougang Tou Mu Kung, and Xuan Wu Shan, most temples would only organise a yew keng once every three
years or more, sometimes depending on the instructions of the Nine Emperor Gods through their mediums. Xuan
Wu Shan combines its yew keng with the sending off of the Nine Emperor God on the ninth day, stopping at
selected temples on its way to Changi Beach from Jurong East. This seems to have been a tradition since the
1980s. However, in order to maintain connections with other Nine Emperor Gods temples, even if a temple did
not perform a full yew keng procession for the year or could only visit certain temples during these processions,
they would still send smaller delegations to other temples as part of can bai visits. These visits served the purpose
of paying respects to the deities and exchanging gifts as a gesture of camaraderie and mutual support. This, in
itself, is a testament to the importance attached to these smaller scale visits by the Nine Emperor Gods temples,

and the festival community on a nation-wide level that has evolved since the 1980s.
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<
Kim San Tze delegation visiting Shin Sen Keng to

pay respects.
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<
The Kim San Tze yew keng contingent visits Zhun

Ti Tang (Sengkang) during the Nine Emperor Gods

Festival.
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>
Xuan Wu Shan arriving at Leong Nam Temple with

their tri-storeyed palanquin during the Nine Emperor

Gods Festival of 1970.
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>
Nan Shan Hai Miao visiting the Ampang Nan Tian

Gong in 1995. Photographs courtesy of Nan Shan Hai
Miao.
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In recent years, there has been an extension of such exchanges and visits to Malaysia. Several
temples in Singapore have started organising visits to temples in southern peninsular Malaysia, to temples such
as Sam Siang Keng and Long Yin Dou Mu Gong. Every three years, in years where there was a leap month in
the Chinese calendar, in a reiteration of their incense ties, temples like Hong San Temple and Kim San Tze, will
send delegations to Nan Tian Gong in Ampang to invite incense again. Furthermore, the Malaysian Federation
of Dou Mu Gong and Nine Emperor Gods Temples would invite delegations from Nine Emperor Gods temples
in Singapore, such as Hong San Temple, Kew Huang Keng, Hougang Tou Mu Kung, and Leong Nam Temple
to their annual seal transfer ceremony. Hougang Tou Mu Kung had also invited Malaysian temples from this

federation to its reconsecration ceremony after its renovations in 2019.
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Xuan Wu Shan visiting Leong Nam Temple before

the sending-off ceremony on the ninth day of the
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114 Chapter 1 Introduction Post-Independence Transformations and Negotiations

>
Visitors from Kim San Tze, Singapore, posing for a

photograph outside of the Inner Chamber at the Nan

Tian Gong Temple in Ampang, Kuala Lumpur, 2017.
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The Nine Emperor Gods Festival readily embraces Singapore’s multicultural background, which is
evident in the locations visited by the festival’s processions. For example, Jia Zhui Kang Dou Mu Gong_would
always visit the Veeramuthu Muneeswarar in Hock Huat Keng Temple complex in Yishun industrial park and
Sree Maha Mariamman Temple as part of their yew keng. During the procession, the temple’s committee would
enter the sanctuary and receive a pottu from their hosts. Similar sentiments were also expressed by Hougang
Tou Mu Kung in 2009, where other religious landmarks were visited as a part of the temple’s procession. These
places spanned throughout the island, such as the Catholic Church of The Immaculate Heart of Mary, Masjid
Ba’alwi, Buddhist Lodge and the Hindu Endowments Board.* The incorporation of these sites into the yew keng
circuits of the Nine Emperor Gods temples and the festival itself highlights their integration within Singapore’s
broader religious landscape. This integration is particularly significant in terms of promoting interfaith dialogue
and exchanges. The Nine Emperor Gods temples now view themselves as well as being perceived as potential

platforms for fostering meaningful interactions among diverse ethnic and religious communities in Singapore.
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|
Hong San Temple visited the Gu Wu Temple

alias Taiping Dou Lao Gong and presented a
congratulatory banner to them in commemoration
of the occasion in 1991. Photograph courtesy of the
Hong San Temple.
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A priest from the Sree Maha Mariamman Temple in

Yishun presented a leader of the Jia Zhui Gang Dou
Mu Gong with a garland of flowers during a visit to
its premises in 2007 and greeted the Nine Emperor
Gods palanquin with a fire offering. Photographs
courtesy of the Jia Zhui Gang Dou Mu Gong.
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>
Chaozhou Opera troupes performing at Kew Huang

Keng and several of its yew kampong stations during

the Nine Emperor Gods Festival.

JUEBRF ZVEHIE , BRIPER TEIL 2 B AR T il
P o

1% An introduction to the significance of the lion dance
is provided by Cheu, “An Analysis of the Nine Emperor
Gods Spirit-Medium Cults in Malaysia,” 138-145.

190 For example, see the commemorative volume /il
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JAULE, 2009).

Performance, Propitiation and Community

Cultural performances are an integral part of the Nine Emperor Gods Festival. The offerings presented
to the Nine Emperor Gods during their sojourn in the human world serve as both a religious gesture and a means
of satisfying the crowds and devotees at the temples or festivals. The Nine Emperor Gods Festival showcases a
diverse range of traditional Chinese arts and cultural performances, including lion and dragon dance troupes, stilt
walkers, drum and gong ensembles, traditional Chinese opera, traditional Chinese puppetry, classical Chinese
singing, Taiwanese general troupes, Taiwanese Techno-Third Prince, getai performances, and even military
bands. In recent years, the festival has also incorporated performances by Malay kompang troupes, traditional
Indian dance troupes, and traditional Thai dance groups. This cultural showcase not only celebrates Chinese
traditions but also reflects Singapore’s multi-ethnic, cosmopolitan, and regional diversity. These performances
are often sponsored by different social groupings as offerings for the Nine Emperor Gods, or as part of the

processions and key ceremonies such as the receiving or sending off.!®

During the festival, opera performances are often sponsored by supporters of the temple, by the
temple, or by different associations under the umbrella of the temple. Different supporters or the supporters,
temples or temple associations might sponsor the performances on certain days. In Hong San temple, for
example, they would fly in a Chaozhou opera troupe from Fujian, China, to perform for the duration of the
festival, from their receiving, which is usually a week or a few days earlier than the other temples at the end of
the month. A huge airconditioned stage would be erected. The male members of the opera troupe would sleep in
the temple, while female members would sleep in a container erected next to the stage. Tickets would be sold or
sponsored for various old folks with buses bringing them in to watch the opera.'®' In the past, they would have
sponsors for both Fujianese and Chaozhou opera performances during the festival. Every day, before the start of
the opera performance, there will be a Ban Xian performance in front of the Nine Emperor Gods opera sponsored

by one of the associations under the temple umbrella as well as the temple management committee.

Opera performances are very much a staple for the festival, both past and present, although in some
temples, they have converted the opera to a traditional figurine puppet performance, as at Nan Shan Hai Miao.
For some temples, the opera might be only over part of the festival period, rather than the full nine days or
more (depending on when they receive the deities). Leong Nam Temple also has the Ban Xian performance
by the performing opera troupe every day sponsored by supporters or devotees. In some temples, such as Kew
Huang Keng and Zhun Ti Tang, there are also getai performances alongside opera performances. Typically, opera
performances at each temple during the Nine Emperor Gods Festival are managed by the same troupe throughout
the duration of the festival. However, in certain cases, some temples may opt to hire two different troupes to

perform for different segments of the opera performance over the festival.
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>
The White Crane Martial Arts Society at Leong Nam

Temple, c. the 1960s. Photograph courtesy of Leong
Nam Temple.
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Lion and dragon dances are also an important part of the Nine Emperor Gods Festival. They are
present at the receiving and sending off ceremonies, as well as yew keng processions, often leading and preceding
the entourage into the respective festival venues. While temples like Xuan Wu Shan would have their own
lion and dragon dance troupes, other temples would often hire their own or invite troupes affiliated with their
supporters, members or leaders, with associations under their umbrella or with various Chinese associations
outside the temple but nevertheless connected to them. While Hong San Temple did not have its own lion dance
troupe, one of its associations, the Association of Sincere and United Devotees, had its own troupe of carp
dancers, which was the first of its kind in Singapore. During the association’s halcyon days, the troupe’s renown
was heard far and wide. Its members not only featured as a part of Hong San Temple’s processions during the

Nine Emperor Gods Festival, but also made their way into the 1968 National Day Celebrations at Paya Lebar.!?

The yew keng processions and receiving and sending-off ceremonies also involved these performing
groups often contributed or organised by various sponsors and affiliates of the Nine Emperor Gods temples.
Several newspaper articles from post-independence Singapore indicated that it was also common for other
Chinese associations, such as place-of-origin and clan associations, among others, to volunteer their in-house
performing artists and troupes at these festival events and temples.'”® Leong Nam Temple’s Nine Emperor Gods
Festival at Labour Park in 1969 involved a lengthy procession of twelve different organisations. Led by the

2q S

temple’s “vanguard team”, lion dance troupes from the White Crane Martial Arts Society and the Longyi Martial
Arts Society were also scheduled to join the procession. Likewise, the drum ensembles from the Nine Dragons
Hall (Lin Clan Association) and the Nanyang Shen Surname Association also joined the occasion.'™ In such
processions, one’s position in the line-up was often regarded as an important matter. Similarly, the sending-off
procession and ceremonies at Shin Sen Keng in 1977 also involved the Hualian Mutual Aid Association and the

Yunhai Martial Arts Association who “despatched their troupes to assist in the occasion.”!%
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Dragon dance troupes from Seow Lim Teck Eng

Tong performing at Kew Huang Keng during the
Nine Emperor Gods Festival, ¢. 1970s, 1980s and
1987. Photographs courtesy of Ler Su Kuee, Kew
Huang Keng and Mr Sunny Lian.
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>
Today, Seow Lim Teck Eng Tong has become one

of the altar stations receiving the yew kampong

contingent from Kew Huang Keng each year.

IR L2 B —, BETE
FURMES ARk B LR B R HBEBAME .

The presence of these performing troupes at the festival is thus a reflection of the networks and
community ties of the respective Nine Emperor Gods temples, their members, and their devotees and supporters.
Some of these relationships have withstood the test of time. The clearest instance would be the martial arts
association known as the Seow Lim Teck Eng Tong Physical Association (henceforth “Teck Eng Tong™) (128
Bedok North Street 2), whose founder Wang Rongmei (d. 1974) maintained extremely close ties with both the
Hong San Temple and Kew Huang Keng during his lifetime.'* He was also a highly respected member of Old
Vegetarian Friends Association in Hong San Temple, and these affiliations almost certainly accounted for the

participation of Teck Eng Tong’s dragon dance troupes in the temple’s processions in 1969.1

Black and white photographs in the collection of Kew Huang Keng’s devotees also show that Teck
Eng Tong’s dragon and lion dance troupes had been performing at the temple during the Nine Emperor Gods
Festival in the past. The Teck Eng Tong office also took over the duties of one of the stations for receiving
the Nine Emperor Gods during the kampong yew keng after the organiser, who lived nearby, passed away. In
addition, lion dance troupes from other associations, such as the Singapore Cheng Jing Hui Dragon and Lion

Dance Sports Club, were also involved in the Nine Emperor Gods Festival at Kew Huang Keng as well.

Another important feature at the Nine Emperor Gods Festival would be the drum and gong ensembles.
An ensemble often seen would be the Chaozhou Drum and Cymbal Orchestra (Chaoshan: lor kor). Among the
responsibilities of the Music Association at Kew Huang Keng was the organization of drum and gong ensembles
to perform during the receiving and sending off ceremonies, as well as throughout the festival. Additionally, they
were in charge of coordinating the participation of ladies carrying flower baskets and banners, each with their
respective roles. In other temples, these ensembles would be provided by various clubs and friendship societies,
or even temples, who would send their own gong guan groups to join the processions and ceremony. These
include not only the ensembles but also banners and flags as well as young girls carrying flower baskets. In some
cases, these ensembles or troupes would even compete for positions within the procession queue. In the case
of Jia Zhui Kang Dou Mu Gong, the drum and gong troupe belonging to its neighbour in the combined temple

complex, Hwa Poh Siang Tng, would also perform during the festival.

108 /DA S [ A fe B A T SRR I, B H R,
April 25, 1974, 7.

T RUIE A PILRASUE,” BITERTH, October 30, 1968,
155 and “RULI'E LR KA A FR% ST, 2l AR,
October 17, 1969, 15. Up till today, individuals from the
Hong San Temple and Kew Huang Keng are still involved

in the Teck Eng Tong’s activities.
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During the early 1990s, the Jin Long Shi Yi Wu Shu

Yuan performed at many key events during the Nine
Emperor Gods Festival at Jia Zhui Kang Dou Mu
Gong, such as the receiving of the Nine Emperor
Gods, and the construction of tall incense sticks as
offerings in the temple’s courtyard. Photographs

courtesy of Jia Zhui Kang Dou Mu Gong.
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>
The Choa Chu Kang Tao Bu Keng Golden Drum

Troupe, past and present.

SRR E GBI, S X 5.

1% Some videos of the visit were circulated online. For
example, see 15| 3}-FFE (@rengittowbookeng), “%J& #E
3LREET 45BN, Facebook video, October 7,2019, https:/
www.facebook.com/watch/?v=2458460267809509.

Some temples would have their own drum and gong group. One of the most famous ritual
performance groups would be Choa Chu Kang Tao Bu Keng Golden Drums Troupe (Minnan: Kim Gor Dui).
The group can number up to 20 or 30 players, and consist mainly of young men and boys, led by the more senior
members in their 40s and 50s. They perform at important rituals and events during the occasion, and they have
also performed at events and processions by other temples, even during the Nine Emperor Gods Festival. This
included the Fa Zhu Gong Festival celebrations at Leng San Giam temple in 2016, Zhun Ti Tang’s consecration
of their new premises in 2019, and Long Yin Dou Mu Gong in Johor.'”® Temples like Shin Shen Keng will draw
on affiliated temples for such drum and gong groups. During the receiving and sending-off ceremonies, as well
as yew keng and can bai processions, members of the Pak Lian Tua will play the drums, gongs, and seal blocks
to accompany the main entourage. They will also play and sing in accompaniment when the temple invites the

vanguard deities such as the Marshal of the Central Altar to follow the procession.
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>
Performances by Kew Huang Keng’s music troupe

during the Nine Emperor Gods Festival in different
eras, c. the 1970s, 1985, 1992 and the present day
respectively. First five photographs courtesy of Ler Su

Kuee and Mr Sunny Lian.
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>
The Hwa Poh Siang Tng Percussion Ensemble

participating in Jia Zhui Kang Dou Mu Gong’s
receiving ceremony for the Nine Emperor Gods in the
early 1990s. Photograph courtesy of Jia Zhui Kang
Dou Mu Gong.
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A Fire Dragon performance at Hong San Temple

during the Nine Emperor Gods Festival.
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retrieved from Factiva.

Other traditional performance groups have also participated in the ceremonies and events of the Nine
Emperor Gods Festival in different temples. During the Nine Emperor Gods Festival of 2016, the Singapore Fire
Dragon Association (headquartered in the Sar Kong Mun San Fook Tuck Chee, Sims Drive) also performed at
several festival sites, such as Hong San Temple, Leong Nam Temple and Hougang Tou Mu Kung.'* Closer to the
present day, the Hougang Tou Mu Kung’s procession in 2017 also included a percussion band which hailed from

the Pontian Hainan Association, Johor Bahru, Malaysia as well.""®
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>
Traditional Indian and Malay music performers at the

sending-off ceremony for the Nine Emperor Gods at

Hougang Tou Mu Kung in 2017.
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" Daniel P. S. Goh, “Multicultural Carnivals and the
Politics of the Spectacle in Global Singapore,” Inter-
Asia Cultural Studies 14:2 (2013): 228-251; and “State
Carnivals and the Subvention of Multiculturalism in
Singapore,” The British Journal of Sociology 62:1 (2011):
111-133. Also see BREEAF, “IA[IHEA 5L S0/ #T
ISt KA T BT B 4% 45 2197319847 (Hons.
Thesis, Nanyang Technological University, 2017).

2 Mary Heathcott, “Chinese Procession,” The Singapore
Free Press and Mercantile Advertiser, October 30, 1941,
6. We do not know if the participant was Mexican, or if he

merely borrowed a Mexican attire.

Furthermore, performing organisations, devotees and participants of non-ethnic Chinese backgrounds
have also played an important role in the Nine Emperor Gods Festival. This is especially true in Hougang Tou
Mu Kung, where orchestras that are predominantly staffed by Malay drummers and Indian musicians have
accompanied the Nine Emperor Gods’ sending-off at Punggol beach. Their participation reflects Singapore’s
multi-ethnic and multi-cultural social fabric, and their increasing prominence in the occasion mirrors analogous

developments in the annual Chingay Parade.!!

Traditional Chinese performing arts have long held a significant role in the Nine Emperor Gods
Festival. They serve as a reflection of the broader Chinese cultural landscape, encompassing musical and visual
traditions and the overall soundscape. These artistic expressions also demonstrate the interconnectedness within
the community networks associated with the festival and the temples dedicated to the Nine Emperor Gods.
Furthermore, these performing arts contribute to the unique identity of these temples, underscoring the economic
importance of the Nine Emperor Gods Festival within the traditional Chinese performing arts sector and its

continued sustenance.

Interestingly, the multi-ethnic makeup of these processions during the Nine Emperor Gods Festival
is not novel to post-independence Singapore. When Mary Heathcott observed the procession that snaked out of
Hougang Tou Mu Kung during the Nine Emperor Gods Festival of 1941, she explained that individuals who
were charged with carrying “satin banners strung on long bamboo poles ornamented with flowers and fruit”
were dressed in a variety of ways, where “there were men dressed as women, in Malay sarongs and kebayas,
in Shanghai gowns. There was a Javanese youth, a Malay boy, a Tamil”. One of the bearers was also dressed in
“black sideboards, tight black trousers scarlet cumberbund and a sombrero,” before being identified as “Mexican”
by an onlooker.'? In many ways, the Nine Emperor Gods Festival had also evolved its cultural programmes to
fit the wider socio-cultural landscape and the emphasis on multiculturalism and interreligious and intercultural

engagement to promote greater interethnic harmony in the fledgling cosmopolitan city-state of Singapore.
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The Nine Emperor Gods Festival in Singapore:
Ritual, Community, and History

The Nine Emperor Gods Festival in Singapore is a historical extension of the festival in Malaysia
and Thailand, especially in terms of its incense connections with the centres of Ampang and Penang, but also
more recently with Nine Emperor Gods temples in Hat Yai and Bangkok. Chronologically, the establishment
of the earliest centres that we know about so far, in the early 20" century, follows from the spread of the Nine
Emperor Gods Festival southwards from Phuket to Penang, Taiping, and Ampang in the nineteenth century, and
subsequently to Singapore, although certain centres in Johor seemed to have been founded by people or incense
from Singapore. These histories reflect the Chinese migrations and exchanges between these regions, as well as
between Southeast Asia and China during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. This trend continues into the
21* century, with the expansion of Nine Emperor Gods worship and the use of incense from Singapore to other

parts of Southeast Asia, including Indonesia and even Taiwan.

The festivals in Singapore share much with the festivals in Malaysia and Thailand, from the
importance of the colour white in the apparel and, for many temples, the headdress of the festival communities,
and the significance of water, especially in terms of the sea and rivers or reservoirs with connections to the sea in
the receiving and sending-off rituals and ceremonies. In many ways, these also reflect the memories of the Nine
Emperor Gods in Singapore, and the predominance of these themes encountered in other parts of Southeast Asia,
especially those related to mourning and their maritime worlds. However, similar to the festivals in Malaysia and
Thailand, the Nine Emperor Gods Festival in Singapore retains significant similarities to its historical counterpart
in China, particularly during the late Qing and Republican periods. These similarities include the observance
of a strict vegetarian diet and adherence to zhai jie (fasting regimes) to emphasize purity. Additionally, the
prominence of the color yellow, symbolizing the Nine Emperor Gods, aligns with the increasing number of
temples following the tradition of Dipper Worship and honouring the Nine Emperor Gods as the deities of the

Northern Dipper constellation.

Like the festivals in China, Malaysia and Thailand, the Nine Emperor Gods Festival in Singapore also
draws on both Daoist and Buddhist traditions, as well as the traditions of folk religion (especially the traditions
of mediumship and spiritual armies), and also various religious movements like those of vegetarian halls and
benevolence halls. The festival traditions in Singapore have also evolved in the last century, for example, in the
last few decades with the growing importance of Dou Mu Yuan Jun images, and the growing prevalence of the
Dragon or the Ritual Ship. It is a living tradition that encompasses the core principles of abstinence, purification,
self-cultivation, and other fundamental values deeply rooted in Chinese cultural traditions. These values are
particularly significant among the Chinese communities in Southeast Asia, who express them through diverse
religious traditions and identities. The Nine Emperor Gods Festival serves as a platform for these communities to

reflect their unique experiences and memories associated with China and Chineseness.

The Nine Emperor Gods Festival in Singapore is embedded not only in the Chinese religious
landscape on the island (and its connections to the wider Southeast Asian region), but also within the communities
in the changing social and physical landscape of the city- and nation-state in the last fifty years, if not more. Thus,
the early Nine Emperor Gods temples and festivals were closely tied to certain rural and suburban communities,
the kampong or villages, drawing on them and their networks for manpower, material resources, and money
needed for the festival. It was these communities who provided the motivation, initiative and organization for the
festival, as seen in the examples of Hong San Temple, Kew Huang Keng, Jia Zhui Kang Dou Mu Gong, Choa
Chu Kang Tao Bu Keng and Shin Shen Keng. However, following the war and as part of national development
programs, the relocation of these communities, along with the temples in many cases, posed several challenges
for both the temples and the festivals. They had to navigate the task of maintaining connections with the older
dispersed kampong communities while simultaneously fostering new communities within the emerging housing

estates.
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The Nine Emperor Gods Festival in Singapore: Ritual, Community, and History

The transformations and challenges faced by the Nine Emperor Gods Festival, along with its
integration into Singapore’s broader social, cultural, and religious landscapes, are evident in the evolution of the
yew keng processes. Originally associated with the yew kampong, these processes have now evolved to include
visits to other Nine Emperor Gods temples. However, efforts have also been made to extend the traditional
concept of yew kampong to encompass the relocated and dispersed communities and their descendants. This
tradition is still observed today in Kew Huang Keng. It is also seen in the importance of various traditional
performance groups in the festival, from the lion and dragon dance troupes to the drum and gong ensembles
and Chinese opera and puppet troupes. The Nine Emperor Gods Festival is also very important in the survival

of these art forms.

New temples were also being established with rather different types of community, even as the
older temples sought to extend their communities beyond place and locality. Both groups took advantage of the
rapid advancements in transportation and communication infrastructure. They utilized newspapers, mass media,
and, with the emergence of the internet, new social media platforms and formats. Additionally, they leveraged
existing interpersonal channels, such as kampong ties, kinship networks, traditional associations based on
surnames, ancestral origins, provincial affiliations, clubs, and friendly societies, as well as lion and dragon dance
troupes, musical ensembles, and martial arts associations. The newer spaces for socialization and contact, such as
schools, urban and industrial workplaces, and grassroots organizations, also played a role in fostering community
connections. The attraction of younger members and youth became increasingly important to ensure a smooth
intergenerational transfer of the traditions and of the work of organisation of the festival itself. In addition to
new media, Nine Emperor Gods temples also began to experiment with new ways of engagement to attract
younger members, from social and cultural events outside of the festival, as well as broadening their charity

activities and collaborations with grassroot organisations and various Chinese traditional and arts associations.

The Nine Emperor Gods Festival is an important part of the intangible cultural heritage landscape
of Singapore, especially for the Chinese community, due to its scale and popularity. The documentation of the
history, cultural traditions, and the community connections of the festival is an important step towards not only

understanding the festival in context, but also in preserving the festival and its traditions for the future.

We express our heartfelt gratitude to the fifteen temples with whom we have closely collaborated
over the past five to six years. Their invaluable cooperation has provided us with the opportunity to learn from
them and document their rich history and cultural heritage. We are also grateful to the other temples we have
visited, although we could not undertake an extensive documentation process with them. The warm hospitality,
openness, and willingness to share exhibited by these temples have not only enabled us to successfully complete
our project but have also contributed to the development of a new generation of researchers, artists, heritage
specialists, and volunteers in the field of intangible cultural heritage. Their involvement in the Nine Emperor
Gods Festival and their exposure to the temples’ reception and our project have expanded their understanding and

deepened their engagement with the festival, surpassing their previous limited interactions.

This publication, particularly this volume, is a dedication to the Nine Emperor Gods temples and all
who have made the project possible. We also hope that the publication will be a step towards the preservation

and transmission of the traditions and knowledge of the Nine Emperor Gods Festival for generations to come.
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The present-day exterior of Charn Mao Hern Kew Huang Keng.
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History

History

In the 1940s, Charn Mao Hern Kew Huang Keng was originally located in a kampong in the larger
Lemongrass Garden Kampong (also known as Charn Mao Hern) area in eastern Singapore, near Geylang Serai
(with Serai being Lemongrass in Malay). This sizeable region was divided into two largely distinct areas by
Airport Road—the north (Shang Ba), where inhabitants were predominantly Zhao’an, and the south (Xinba),
where residents were mostly Chaozhou and Malay. Specifically, the original Kew Huang Keng site stood near

Jalan Alsagoff, around present-day Paya Ubi Industrial Park in the eastern region of Singapore.

The main deity worshipped by Kew Huang Keng are the Nine Emperor Gods. Two other important
deities in the Teochew community are also venerated in the temple, namely Song Da Feng Zu Shi and Gan
Tian Da Di. According to a temple elder, the temple began as a shrine to Song Da Feng when the villagers in
the southern district invited the deity to oversee the rites for the many dead in the immediate aftermath of the
Japanese siege of Singapore and the beginning of the Japanese Occupation. The villagers later invited the Nine
Emperor Gods’ incense from Hong San Temple, and the Nine Emperor Gods became the main deity of the
temple. Of the mentioned deities, Gan Tian Da Di was the last to be invited to join this pantheon of deities in

Kew Huang Keng that is observed today.

Before the establishment of Kew Huang Keng, Hong San Temple, located in the Fujianese part of
Lemongrass Garden, stood as the sole Nine Emperor Gods temple for devotees from southern Charn Mao Hern.
Some believe that Kew Huang Keng’s journey to becoming a Nine Emperor Gods temple began with it being
one of the yew keng stations in the southern district established by the villagers there to welcome the kampong

yew keng tours by Hong San Temple during the Nine Emperor Gods Festival.

The 1940s saw the growing desire of devotees from southern Lemongrass Garden to establish a
temple in the southern region of the kampong for greater convenience as opposed to constantly travelling to
the north. Differing recollections exist regarding the time that this happened. Whilst some elders recalled that
this took place was during the Japanese Occupation, which had greatly affected accessibility and travel, others
believed that this occurred only after 1945. Regardless, it was this desire which propelled pioneers of Kew
Huang Keng to invite the sacred ashes from Hong San Temple to a new compound in the southern district to
establish the Kew Huang Keng temple. As Kew Huang Keng was in southern Charn Mao Hern, many temple
devotees today are still predominately Chaozhou-speaking. Another interesting feature of the Nine Emperor
Gods Festival at Kew Huang Keng was that the welcoming and sending-off processions during the festival are
in the afternoon instead of the evening. This tradition has roots in history. At that time, there was only one Daoist
priest who served the whole village of Charn Mao Hern. He was also the priest for Hong San Temple. Hence, to
secure his services, Kew Huang Keng would hold its receiving and sending-off in the afternoon. This schedule
has continued into the present. Noteworthy is that the priests officiating the Nine Emperor Gods Festival in the
two temples presently, are brothers from the same Yongchun Daoist tradition, and sons of the original priest

who served the whole village.
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Nine Emperor Gods altar in Kew Huang Keng, c.

1985. Photograph courtesy of Mr Ler Lee Mong.
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>
Performers outside the old Kew Huang Keng temple,

undated. Photograph courtesy of Ler Lee Mong.
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The Nine Emperor Gods Festival of Charn Mao Heng Kew Huang Keng from post-war to 1970s

The Nine Emperor Gods Festival of Charn Mao
Heng Kew Huang Keng from post-war to 1970s

Before its relocation to its present location along Arumugam Road, the Nine Emperor Gods Festival
was a communal event involving the participation and mobilisation of the entire kampong. Devotees recount how
the entire community would come together to partake in the preparations and celebrations of the Nine Emperor
Gods Festival. Devotees from Kew Huang Keng would start their vegetarian diet with residents taking turns

cooking meals for each other.

Men often partake in more strenuous activities during the festival, such as carrying the palanquins.
In contrast, during the procession, women and children would take on less labour-intensive roles, such as being
flower-bearers or flag-bearers. The Nine Emperor Gods Festival was often celebrated on the same scale as major
events, for instance, Chinese New Year, where the local school Hwa Nong School would suspend classes to

accommodate the festive celebrations as most of the students were involved in this festival.



AEIILEFNSES L HEAMILERFEES B8 BFEALRE

2 EEEMUREI L HERN LRG]S

TEH TG B IA W (PrEfH B —1) 280, LRSS E—MEKIES. BAH
g RE ks MIBEENEZ, T7H—BLBMRLREE—E, S5UERW’
SIEEEP S RAZFEAFERS —RITRICH . TERINSBRAKRK TH.

A
The Nine Emperor Gods Festival in the Southern

Portion of Lemongrass Kampong, undated (likely

1960s). Photograph courtesy of Ler Su Kuee.
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>
Sending off the Nine Emperor Gods and Dou Mu, c.

1970. Photographs courtesy of Mr. Ler Lee Mong.
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Sending-off the Nine Emperor Gods at the old Kew

Huang Keng Temple, 1986. Photograph courtesy of

Sunny Lian.
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The Nine Emperor Gods Festival of Charn Mao Heng Kew Huang Keng from post-war to 1970s

In the late 1970s, Kew Huang Keng and Charn Mao Hern residents had to relocate because of
Singapore’s urban redevelopment plans. The latter were mostly relocated to various Housing Development Board
(HDB) estate clusters (Eunos Crescent, Haig Road, Sims Drive, Bedok North). The temple shifted to a temporary
holding site off Arumugam Road in 1986. Kew Huang Keng was able to reach an agreement with another
Chaozhou temple, the Cheng Hong Siang Tang, to establish a joint temple. Accordingly, a combined temple,
Cheng Hong Siang Tng Kew Huang Keng, was officially completed and inaugurated at its present location along

Arumugam Road on 27" October 1990.
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>
Kew Huang Keng Music Association.
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Organizational Structure of Kew Huang Keng

Organisational Structure of Kew Huang Keng

In 2017, the temple organisation consisted of the temple committee Bl Z5 £ and six other committees
or associations. Each of the latter is responsible for organising a certain facet of the Nine Emperor Gods festival,
namely the 1) Xiang You Hui & 4%, in charge of the rituals and the carrying of the palanquins, 2) Cheng Jing
Hui {#i%<>, managing the temple’s lion dance troupe, 3) Cheng Xin Hui jif,(»<>, responsible for liaising with
festival patrons and helpers, and, in the past, coordinating with dancers and actors to entertain the crowd in
the kampong, 4) the Yin Yue Hui % /<Y, tasked with arranging the Chaozhou music ensembles performances
during the festival and the flower contingents, 5) the Ge Pao Hui #X/fJ<}, responsible for the Chaozhou opera
troupes and, in the past, the igniting of firecrackers, and the recently formed 6) Fu Nii Zu {7 % 41, which involves
female temple helpers manning the incenses and offering stalls as well as the kitchen and food area. Vital are
these committees and associations as the means through which the temple mobilises manpower, sponsorship, and
services required during the festival. Moreover, they are a major indispensable component and building blocks

of the Kew Huang Keng community.
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>
Measuring pieces of yellow cloth, 2017.
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Preparations for The Nine Emperor Gods Festival — Making of Decorative Yellow Flower Balls

Preparations for The Nine Emperor Gods
Festival—Making of Decorative Yellow Flower
Balls

Nine Emperor Gods Festival preparations usually begin in Kew Huang Keng a month prior, from the
beginning of the eighth lunar month. Sometimes, when more elaborate preparations are needed, especially in
terms of repair or refurbishment of equipment, prepations begin even earlier. A key preparatory element is the
weaving of decorative yellow balls. These flower balls, which are to be adorned on to the palanquins and statues
of the temple’s deities during the festival, are painstakingly handwoven using multiple strips of yellow cloth.
These flower balls are representatives of the deities that are worshipped. They are unique to temples in eastern

Singapore celebrating the Nine Emperor Gods as opposed to the temples in western Singapore.

Making a flower ball is a complicated, time-consuming and laborious process. Notably, only a select
few male volunteers are allowed to make the yellow flower balls. A seasoned craftsman takes around an hour
and a half to create one, and an inexperienced craftsman requires twice that duration. A technique passed down
from previous generations, flower ball weaving, is a source of pride for the craftsmen. According to them, they
are honoured to be able to preserve this tradition. Usually, these decorative pieces are completed over several
days as the craftsmen are mostly volunteers from the Xiang You Hui who embark on the pieces after work.
Furthermore, certain restrictions and strict requirements must be adhered to when making the yellow balls.

Importantly, craftsmen must adopt a vegetarian diet before embarking on the flower balls.

To those involved, making the flower balls gives them a sense of satisfaction and demonstrates their
devotion and, in turn, closeness to the Nine Emperor Gods. The process, which requires great concentration
and patience, also builds character—all important facets of the Nine Emperor Gods Festival. Similarly, many
of the other devotees of Kew Huang Keng also take pride in preparation for the Nine Emperor Gods Festival,
as performances of religious activities enhance their connections with the deities and facilitate the attainment of

spiritual fulfilment.

The flower balls on the top of the Nine Emperor Gods palanquins are larger and made separately on
the palanquins. The flower ball placed on the Nine Emperor Gods statue on the day of the sending-off ceremony

is prepared separately during the festival.
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palanquin, 2017.
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Constructing the Bridge, 2017.
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Construction of the Bridge

Construction of the Bridge

Another key Nine Emperor Gods Festival preparatory activity unique to Kew Huang Keng is the
construction of the wooden ramp, also known as the “Bridge”. This bridge is constructed three weeks before
the festival and has functional and symbolic purposes. Functionally, the bridge extends the temple’s entrance for
enhanced accessibility for palanquins, participants and devotees during the festival. The bridge symbolises the

connection between the celestial and the human/natural world.

The construction of the bridge is tiresome work. To begin with, temple members first drag bulky
wooden planks from the temple’s backyard to the front. Following this, red safety barriers at the front of the
temple are removed for the members to wooden beams to form the skeletal body of the bridge. Next, members
erect metal supports below the wooden beams to secure the bridge and the abovementioned wooden planks, then

place them horizontally across.

Thinner wooden planks, which act as an additional footing for people to walk up the bridge, are
placed upon the base and hammered in individually. Once completed, yellow metal railings are welded into the
structure. In all, the entire process usually takes over four hours. Despite the backbreaking and laborious process
under the sweltering heat, the temple’s continued insistence on manual bridge construction by its members rather
than external contractors rests on retaining the temple’s longstanding kampong spirit, where individuals converge

to help each other.
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A
Spring cleaning of temple premises.

T Ue T

Spring Cleaning and the Assumption of Zhai

Spring Cleaning and the Assumption of Zhai

Temple members and devotees begin the strict vegetarian diet at least three days to even a month
before the Nine Emperor Gods Festival. In particular, festival participants, such as palanquin bearers, are

mandated to adhere to a stricter version of the vegetarian diet and regime of abstinence.

For the Nine Emperor Gods devotees, adopting a vegetarian diet is a means to cleanse their bodies
of impurities to prevent deities from avoiding them and the temple. After all, a common practice to keep the
perceived impure entities and objects away from deities. Moreover, this serves as an act of penance where clean
eating cleanses the year’s wrongdoings. In addition, devotees also undertake a cleansing of the body, mind
and soul by avoiding vulgarities and abstaining from any form of sexual acts and impure thoughts. Ultimately,
devotees believe that blessings from the deities during the Nine Emperor Gods Festival would only be received

with the attainment of a total purification of the body, mind and soul.

In addition to the human aspect, cleansing extends to that of the temple’s premises. Devotees gather
on the weekend, one week prior to the commencement of the festival, to conduct a thorough spring cleaning of
the temple’s grounds. This ensures that contamination is removed from the temple grounds before the festival.
After all, the same reason applies here as with the vegetarian diet requirement—central to the festival is the
concept of purity. Observed throughout the compound during the spring cleaning is a flurry of activity as every
nook and cranny of the temple, including the Inner Chamber, is thoroughly dusted, swept, and hosed down with

soap and water scrubbed.

Task allocations relating to spring cleaning are gendered as the more inaccessible areas, such as the
altar roof, are wiped out by younger and more agile males. The female members of the temple from the Fu Nii
Zu diligently clean and wash the cooking utensils, cutleries and dining area. Other specialised tasks, completed
in conjunction with the spring cleaning, include fixing electronic circuits under the palanquins, cleaning the
kerosene lamps, and replacing the names on the donors’ board. Usually completed in one day, post-spring
cleaning sees the temple adorned with banners, flags, and other paraphernalia—most of which are in yellow to

signify the impending arrival of the Nine Emperor Gods.
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Northern and Southern Dipper Deities.
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Cutting bamboo in the landscape company garden.
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Bamboo Cutting and Preparation

Bamboo Cutting and Preparation

Another important component of the festival preparations is the bamboo-cutting ritual. A central
feature in Chinese religious rituals, bamboo is regarded as a sacred object signifying purity and spirituality.
In the case of the Nine Emperor Gods Festival, the bamboo is also used as its stalk serves as a ‘flag’ or a
geographical indicator which informs the Nine Emperor Gods of the location to descend to. Bamboo selection,
as a result, follows strict height, size and age requirements. During the festival, the bamboo stalk and Nine Lamps
are attached to a metal pole. This resultant structure is a primary feature of the festival. Apart from the stalk,
two bamboo trunks are also procured by temple members and brought to the temple’s compound for pruning
and trimming after offerings of fruits and joss paper are conducted. Today, these are usually selected from the

premises of a landscaping company which has granted the temple permission.

A tall and thin bamboo is selected and pruned from midway down before being placed inside the
main temple hall near the entrance of the Inner Chamber. In addition, the small branches of bamboo leaves
pruned off are gathered and used to make flags for devotees to bring home. This practice is based on the belief

that these flags facilitate the process of inviting deities’ blessings into devotees” homes.

Another procured bamboo is a mature bamboo that is usually sturdy and extremely long—about nine
to ten meters. The selection of this bamboo is based not only on the thickness of its trunk but also on how straight
it is. Once selected, the bamboo is similarly pruned from around midway down, with branches cut and sprouts
trimmed. After which, the trimmed bamboo is decorated with customised festival lights—normal commercial

lights are incompatible in this case, given the extreme length of the bamboo.

The said decorative lights are strung evenly around the bamboo leaves to the top of the bamboo and
secured with cable ties. The attached wires and control boxes are also placed in waterproof plastics before being
fastened with cable ties. The entire process spans half a day. Upon completion, the structure is hoisted up at the

front of the temple.

Like the bridge’s construction, the bamboo structure and prior preparations are completed without
professional help. Kew Huang Keng members believe in self-sufficiency and self-resilience. Hands-on work

enhances ownership over the product and maintains the community spirit of temple members.
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Securing a bamboo plant to a metal frame.
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Preparing to receive the Nine Emperor Gods and Dou

Mu Yuan Jun 1992. Photograph courtesy of Sunny

Lian.
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Receiving the Nine Emperor Gods in Charn Mao Hern Kew Huang Keng

Receiving the Nine Emperor Gods in Charn Mao
Hern Kew Huang Keng

The 2017 Nine Emperor Gods Festival celebrated by Kew Huang Keng was held from the twenty-
eighth day of the eighth lunar month to the ninth day of the ninth Lunar month, which corresponded to 17
October and 28" October on the Gregorian calendar, respectively. On the day of the receiving, a flurry of
activities could be observed in the temple as devotees and temple members prepared to welcome the Nine

Emperor Gods at the given auspicious hour.

Kicking off the receiving ceremonies and the festival, on the whole, was the Yin Yue Hui, with the
playing of drums and cymbals to alert deities and devotees of the commencement. Alongside the music were lion
dance performances by the Cheng Jing Hui as a form of their payments of respect to the deities and Nine Emperor

Gods and to facilitate signalling to devotees about the starting of the ceremonies.

Following the lion dance performance, the two palanquins were ‘cleansed’ with smoke from burning
sandalwood. They were then brought into the main temple hall for prayers before the censers were invited from
the Inner Chamber by the censer masters. Carefully placed into the palanquins, the said censers were covered

from public view by yellow cloth covering the sides of the palanquin.
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Prayer by members of the palanquin teams before

they depart for the beach.

B R R R R AT A TR

FIRSWEITE, AR B AGRIERIBHRE, Al 55 (5 A L2 KA IR
Frhfe IXW, IRACE BRI R B A7, AL, BT A T L2 R LA -

PO R BB R . PN AR A A . LB R R . BT R BN R
IEBGFHEEATHR . RN B A 7 Pt P ERNP B R, A0 RIS, B
— BB I A A

<
The censer masters and ritual department leaving the
temple for the beach to receive the Nine Emperor

Gods and Dou Mu Yuan Jun, 2017.
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A
The yellow and red banners to be used in the receiving

ceremony at the beach, undated. Photograph courtesy

of Ler Su Kuee.
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Receiving the Nine Emperor Gods in Charn Mao Hern Kew Huang Keng

After securing the censers in the palanquins, the ceremonial party, led by the Daoist priest dressed
in orange robes and wielding a bell, exited the temple grounds. In the ceremonial party, the main censer master
was positioned in the middle of the said group carrying the sandalwood censer. Behind him were the assistant
censer masters and other temple ritual committee members who held a different ceremonial item, including
a basket containing sandalwood, yellow cloth wristbands, nine long incense sticks, and a large yellow rattan
basket containing various offerings and the flag of the Kew Huang Keng. Tailing the ceremonial party were the

palanquins that were carried by palanquin bearers.

Devotees followed the entourage from the temple grounds across a short distance before boarding
chartered basses to the sea for the receiving ceremony while the main entourage boarded lorries. With the
palanquins safely loaded onto the lorries and devotees aboard the buses, the motorcade, escorted by the police,
left Arumugam Road to East Coast Park carpark C1 to rendezvous with the advance party of the temple, which

had been tasked to cordon off a section of the beach for the ceremony.

Arriving at the said carpark at 3 pm, participants gathered around the pavement leading to the
beach. After the necessary offloading of equipment and preparations, the procession ceremony commenced with
gong bearers striking their instruments. At the head of the procession was the Cheng Jing Hui carrying banners
and flags. This group was followed by the Yin Yue Hui and their musical ensemble, and the ceremonial party,

palanquin bearers and devotees, respectively.

Whilst the preparation of the procession was ongoing, the lion dance troupe was observed to have
positioned themselves in front of the procession in a straight row just before the pavement opened up to the
beach. The arrival of the ceremonial party was met with a short lion dance performance. After the performance,
the lion dancers dispersed to allow the said ceremonial party and the rest of the procession to proceed to the

beach.
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The large gongs, banners, lanterns and and other

ritual paraphernalia leading the receiving contingent
to the beach, 1992. Photograph courtesy of Sunny

Lian.
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>
Offering tea during the receiving ceremony, undated.

Photograph courtesy of Ler Su Kuee.
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Receiving the Nine Emperor Gods in Charn Mao Hern Kew Huang Keng

The Cheng Jing Hui members and the ritual department and other temple committee members had
already set up the yellow and red banners close to the water to form a gateway. For the receiving, the red banner
(with the characters “He Jing Pin An” — “blessings for the area” )will be in front, facing the sea, with the yellow
banner (“Gong Ying Sheng Jia” — “respectfully welcoming the deities”) behind. Taking up a position behind the
gateway after entering the designated beach area, the ceremonial party laid out the ceremonial items on the beach.
These items included nine cups of tea, plates of tobacco, fresh flowers, oranges, betel nuts and leaves, a basket
of sandalwood, a bunch of thin yellow cloth wristbands, a yellow coconut-husk bowl, incense sticks, joss paper,
a large yellow censer (covered with yellow talismans filled with incense ash), two large yellow candles (partially
buried in the sand on either side), and a golden triangular flag bearing the symbol of a dragon and the temple’s
name. Behind the ceremonial party, palanquin bearers rested their palanquins as well. The next step involved

pouring tea from the rightmost to the leftmost cups.

After igniting the sandalwood in the censer, the main censer master proceeded to the palanquins
with his two assistant censer masters to invite the main yellow censer covered with yellow talismans. The main

censer was carried into the ritual area and placed between the assembled offerings and the golden triangular flag.

The receiving ceremony began after the setting up of the ritual area. The censer masters were given
three sticks of incense each as one of the ritual specialists announced that they were representing the temple in the
inviting of Dou Mu Yuan Jun and the Nine Emperor Gods to Kew Huang Keng. The censer masters would have
to say their names. The censer masters were instructed to bow three times, and the incense in their hands would
be put into the middle of the large yellow talisman-covered censer. They would be given a new set of three sticks

of incense each. The other temple members and devotees present all received one.

The Daoist priest would then start chanting as he rang his ritual bell continuously. At a certain point,
the ritual department would hand the censer masters a stack of joss paper, and instructed them to bow three times
towards the sea with the joss paper in their hands. As they do so, the Daoist priest interrupts his chanting to
announce that they were inviting Dou Mu Yuan Jun and the Nine Emperor Gods to their seats, and that the censer
masters would offer incense and tea. He repeats this three times each time with a rigorous ringing of the bell,
and then procceded to read the petition with the name of the temple and of the censer masters and the committee
members of temple, the different associations, sponsors, and people related to the temple, seeking blessings for
them from the Nine Emperor Gods and Dou Mu Yuan Jun, before resuming his chanting. When he concluded his
chanting, those present would proclaim, “Huat ah! huat ah! huat ah!” and the petition will be first offered with

some joss paper in the direction of the sea by the censer masters, before they are burnt by the temple members.
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The Daoist priest chanting and leading the entourage

in prayer as they receive the Nine Emperor Gods and

Dou Mu Yuan Jun, 2017
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>
The censer masters inviting the Dou Mu Yuan Jun

and the Nine Emperor Gods using a coconut husk,

undated. Photograph courtesy of Ler Su Kuee.
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Receiving the Nine Emperor Gods in Charn Mao Hern Kew Huang Keng

The conclusion of the initial rituals gave way to the second part of the ceremony involving the
receiving of the Nine Emperor Gods and Dou Mu Yuan Jun,. To prepare for it, temple members’ incense sticks
were gathered and placed in two lines from the gateway, creating a pathway. Upon settling that, the gongs sounded
again, marking the second portion’s start. Picking up the coconut husk bowl, the main censer master and assistant
censer masters carefully proceeded into the sea via the gateways. To prevent the waves from overpowering
the men, ritual committee members accompanied and supported the censer masters. This procession in the sea
continued till the waters reached the chest levels of the mini entourage, where they waited for the precise magic
moment to invite the water into the coconut husk bowl. With that task accomplished, the mini entourage returned
to the shore with the filled coconut husk bowl. Vital at this point, therefore, was the concentrated treatment of the
coconut husk bowl with utmost care and respect to ensure its safe arrival onto the shore. Upon reaching the shore,
the mini entourage poured the water into the large yellow talisman-covered censer. After this, a temple committee
member brought a stick of incense from the censer in the palanquin and planted it into the incense in the large

yellow censer, and quickly took it out again to return it to the censer in the palanquin.

After this, another round of water receiving was conducted—this time by two temple members from
the ritual department instead. The second bowl of water was placed beside the censer for burning sandalwood.
Following this, the main censer master made an offering to the deities. This process involved each censer master
adding a spoonful of sandalwood shavings into the smaller censer for burning sandalwood. Three incense sticks
were handed to the censer masters to pray three times towards the sea. A ritual assistant rounded up these incense
sticks and placed them in the large yellow talisman-covered censer. Upon completion, the group made their way
to the other palanquin for another three rounds of bowed prayers with incense sticks to the censer inside before

the said incense sticks were transferred into the censer by a member of the palanquin team.

Then, the censer masters presented the different offerings in the direction of the sea by bowing
three times and expressing their gratitude to the deities for each item before they were returned to the large
yellow rattan basket. After this, the censer masters presented the flowers and betel nuts, which were then divided
amongst the censer masters and kept in their shirt pockets. The censer masters then conducted the ritualised
emptying of tea from the rightmost to the leftmost displayed cups in the wake of this process whilst the remaining

items were stored back in the basket.
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The censer masters inviting the Dou Mu Yuan Jun

and the Nine Emperor Gods using a coconut husk,

2017.
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>
The censer masters inviting the Dou Mu Yuan Jun

censer back into the palanquin after the receiving.

1992. Photograph courtesy of Sunny Lian.
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>
The Nine Emperor Gods and Dou Mu Yuan Jun

palanquins returning to the temple from the beach,

2017.
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Receiving the Nine Emperor Gods in Charn Mao Hern Kew Huang Keng

Each censer master then placed pieces of sandalwood into the sandalwood censer. The large yellow talisman-
covered censer was returned to its palanquin by the censer masters and temple members. With that step completed,
the ceremonial party returned to the shoreline to pay respects towards the sea whilst holding incense sticks and
ceremonial items. This final payment of respects included another three rounds of bowing. The entourage then

proceeded back to the carpark with the culmination of the rituals.

As the palanquins departed from the seashore, they could be seen shaking vigorously from side to
side. To the devotees, this sign indicated the successful invitation and presence of the Nine Emperor Gods and
Dou Mu Yuan Jun in the held. The order of procession back to the carpark was similar to that seen earlier. The
key difference was in the lion dance performance. The lions greeted the palanquins this time, paying respects
to the Nine Emperor Gods and Dou Mu Yuan Jun. Upon reaching the carpark, the procession dispersed to the

respective vehicles to return to the temple.
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The censer masters inviting the Dou Mu Yuan Jun

censer to return to the palanquin from the ritual area
after the receiving, undated. Photograph courtesy of

Ler Su Kuee.
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Xiang You Hui members and committee members

helping to return the Dou Mu Yuan Jun censer to the

palanquin, 2017.
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Chapter 2 Charn Mao Hern Kew Huang Keng Receiving the Nine Emperor Gods in Charn Mao Hern Kew Huang Keng

At the temple, the returning motorcade procession was met by a waiting crowd of devotees. However,
rather than stopping at the temple, the receiving contingent disembarked from their lorries a distance away to
allow for a short procession to the temple. Led by the Daoist priest, the entourage’s return to the temple was
accompanied by the sounding of gongs and other percussion instruments by the Yin Yue Hui. In addition, two

temple members holding pails of holy water steeped in pomelo leaves and a mixture of rice and salt cleared the

way for the procession.

A

The receiving contingent returning to the temple with The route to Kew Huang Keng necessitates passing by neighbouring temples. In 2017, as with other

the Nine Emperor Gods and Dou Mu Yuan Jun, 2017.  years, the ceremonial party paused at the entrances of each neighbouring temple encountered en route and bowed

thrice. In a ritual similar to that at the beach, the returning procession was greeted by a lion dance performance

B S L R R S e B S, 20174E. at the entrance of Kew Huang Keng.
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1992. Photograph courtesy of Sunny Lian.

FESLRERFEILR KT 5T R EGE. U
BB TR RRT, 19924E. A R AR
Rk



Chapter 2 Charn Mao Hern Kew Huang Keng

>
Kew Huang Keng receiving contingent and Nine

Emperor Gods palanquin returning to the temple,

2017.
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Receiving the Nine Emperor Gods in Charn Mao Hern Kew Huang Keng

The palanquins waited at the foot of the bridge in the compound upon reaching Kew Huang Keng.
The palanquins continued to swing violently as they circled the compound, leaving and re-entering several times.
To devotees, this sight reinforced the Nine Emperor God’s eagerness and excitement to return “home” to the
temple. Forming a line at the base of the bridge in the direction of the temple’s entrance, the ceremonial party,
carrying ceremonial items and incense sticks, proceeded to pay their respects. What followed was the party’s
ascension up the bridge and turning to face outwards in front of the temple’s entrance for payment of respects to
the Jade Emperor through three bows. The same ritual was repeated when the party entered the temple’s hall and
approached the altar. After the ceremonial party enters the main hall, the palanquins will charge simultaneously

up the bridge, entering the main hall one after the other, coming to rest in their respective corners.

After the conclusion of the initial announcement ritual was the consecutive inviting of the censers
into the temple’s Inner Chamber; noteworthy, here was the repeated ringing of the bell and accompanying roaring
cheers of “Kew Huang Dai Deh, huat ah! Kew Huang Dai Deh, huat ah!” as each censer was removed and
escorted into the Inner Chamber. What ensued with the storing of the censers was another round of lion dance
performances—the enactment of a full and elaborate routine with the formations of a celebratory message and
four lucky numbers using a plate of oranges on the ground and the offering of a scroll of good wishes to a temple

member.

The final ritual witnessed on the first day involved hoisting the Nine Lamps on a yellow octagonal
star, known as the Southern and Northern Dipper Sovereign Lamps. Symbolic of the presence of the deities and
the official commencement of the festival, the Nine Lamps are kept hoisted and burning for the entire duration
of the festival. Only on the tenth day of the ninth lunar month are the lamps lowered and snuffed to indicate the

departure of the Nine Emperor Gods from the mortal plane and, in turn, the official conclusion of the festival.
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Inviting Dou Mu Yuan Jun into the temple’s Inner

Chamber, 2017.
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A
The Daoist priest leads the devotees of Kew Huang

Keng in raising the Southern and Northern Dipper

Sovereign Lamps, 2017.
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Receiving the Nine Emperor Gods in Charn Mao Hern Kew Huang Keng

Specifically, the lamp-raising ceremony first involved displaying a talisman-covered censer and
offerings on the ceremonial table at the front of the temple. Following that was the meticulous inspection, filling
and lighting of each of the nine kerosene lamps. The lamps were raised by the main censer master at 6 pm.
Maintaining the position and structure of the yellow octagonal lamp fixture, the main censer master was assisted
by other temple members who secured the lamps on the designated hooks. Following this, the yellow octagonal
star fixture was slowly hoisted by two members on either side of the ceremonial table and tied to the ceremonial

table. As aforementioned, the lamp-raising ceremony signified the start of the Nine Emperor Gods Festival.

Temple members gathered in front of the raised Nine Lamps with incense sticks whilst the Daoist
priest conducted more prayers. During the chanting, the censer masters were observed pouring tea into nine tea
cups from right to left. After the offering of tea, the congregation knelt down to pay respects to the lamps. The
temple members only arose upon receiving a cue from the Daoist priest. At the end of the chanting, individuals

were tasked to place their incense sticks into the censer with its talismans removed.

Ensuring that the Nine Lamps are lit continuously throughout the festival is an important task. As
such, the lamps are usually lowered daily at dawn and dusk (approximately 6 am and 6 pm) for cleaning and
refilling. Given the sanctity associated with the lamps, the maintenance task is considered an extremely ‘pure’
affair. As such, even the table that the lamps are to rest on requires prior cleansing using holy water via pomelo
leaves. Further cleaning of the interiors and exteriors of the lamps is conducted by the maintenance team with the
aid of a yellow cloth. The addition of kerosene only occurs after the completion of the cleaning. Considering the
associated sacredness of the lamps, the resultant imperativeness to prevent distractions, including bad thoughts,
understandably necessitates the maintenance team to perpetuate silence and a solemn atmosphere during the

entire process.
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Cleaning the Southern and Northern Dipper Lamps

and adding kerosene, 2017 .
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>
Kew Huang Keng contingent paying respects at

Leong Nam Temple.
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Yew Keng

Yew Keng

A key feature of Singapore’s Nine Emperor Gods Festivals is the grand formal yew keng by Nine
Emperor Gods temples to other temples to show respect and solidarity. The yew keng conducted by Kew Huang
Keng is usually scheduled on the evening of the third day of the ninth lunar month. The evening schedule was
to allow more temple members and volunteers to join the tours, especially if the day fell on a working day. The
Kew Huang Keng yew keng usually covers six temples, namely Yu Huang Dian Yu Hai Tang Guan Yin Tang,
Nan Shan Hai Miao, Kim San Tze, Leong Nam Temple, Hougang Tou Mu Kung and Hong San Temple. The
selection was based on proximity (mainly on the eastern side) as well as each temple’s relationships and histories
with Kew Huang Keng. The intent of visiting numerous temples necessitated meticulous scheduling and itinerary
planning to ascertain the most efficient route. For Kew Huang Keng, these yew keng would involve the Nine
Emperor Gods’ censer and the Nine Emperor Gods palanquin. The contingents would consist of the censer
master, the ritual department and other committee members and temple members, members of the Xiang You Hui
responsible for escorting the palanquins, a lion dance troupe organized by the Cheng Jing Hui, a drum and gong
percussion and musical group organized by the Yin Yue Hui, and a brightly coloured float leading the motorcade

of vehicles brightly decorated with colourful lights.

The censer masters, committee members, members of the Xiang You Hui (the palanquin teams)
and other temple members gathered in the temple’s hall 10 to 15 minutes before the scheduled departure. The
contingent paid respect as a group before the main censer master and two assistant censer masters invited the
censer from the Inner Chamber, with the Xiang You Hui representative from the palanquin team helping to secure

the censer into the palanquin. The contingent then departed for its first destination.

Upon their arrival at each temple, they would be greeted by the receiving contingent or the
representatives of the host temple according to the traditions of the temple. They were welcomed into the temple,
and the core contingent of the censer masters, ritual department and committee members, led by the master of
ceremony, will proceed to pay their respects first at the Nine Lamps and then at the main altar of the Nine Emperor
Gods. In some temples, the censer masters or representatives might be invited into the Inner Chamber to pay
their respects. They were then followed by the palanquins which will pay respect at each of the aforementioned
altars by charging three times, followed by an exchange of incense with the respective altar censer. Thereafter the
palanquins will move around in the main compound of the temples as the palanquin team members take turns to
carry the palanquin. Upon a signal from the leaders of the core contingent, the entourage will gather in front of

the main altar, as herald and ceremony master will lead the paying of respects.

After the contingent has gathered, the ceremony master will lead the congregation in taking three
bows before the main altar or Inner Chamber. He will then announce the successful conclusion of the ceremony
and lead the contingent in shouting “Kew Huang Dai Deh!”, to which the temple members will respond response
“Huat ah! Huat ah! Huat ah!”. The cheers will be returned by the contingent of the host temple. The incense of
the visiting contingent are then collected and placed in the host temple’s censers. Representatives from the two

contingents will exchange sandalwood and incense again before departing.
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Kew Huang Keng contingent group prayer before

the Inner Chamber at Yu Hai Tang, 2017.
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>
Kew Huang Keng paying respects at Hougang Tou

Mu Kung, 2017.
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>
Kew Huang Keng censer masters and ritual department

offering incense to the Nine Emperor Gods in the

Inner Chamber of Hong San Temple, 2017.
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Yew Keng

While the procedure at each temple was largely similar, the ritual exchanges and behavior of the
Nine Emperor Gods palanquin at Hong San Temple underlies the strong historical relationship between the
temples, given that Kew Huang Keng had been established with incense from Hong San Temple, and given the
close proximities of the two kampongs, as part of Charn Mao Hern village. Hong San temple was usually the
last stop, not only because of its proximity to Kew Huang Keng, but also because of this special relationship. The
palanquin, for example, would move around in a greater frenzy than in the earlier temples, and for a longer period
of time. In particular, the offering of incense by Kew Huang Keng at Hong San Temple are comparatively more
elaborate. After paying respects at the main altar, the Kew Huang Keng representatives holding the ceremonial
yellow basket would remain kneeling, and make their way to the Inner Chamber to the right on their knees. They
would bow three times each time they as they went forward on their knees with the basket of sandalwood until
they reached the entrance, when they would hand it over ceremonially to the host temple representative on duty

(often the censer master), who would then bring the basket inside the Inner Chamber to do the offering.

After the exchange of sandalwood, the Kew Huang Keng censer masters and heralds moved back
on their knees three times, followed by another three rounds of three bows before standing up. Concluding
the exchange was yet another display of camaraderie and close ties with exchanges of handshakes and hearty
laughter between the two sides. At the core of the close relationship and greater respect between the two temples

is their shared history as “brother temples”.
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Offering sandalwood and incense to the Nine

Emperor Gods at Nan Shan Hai Miao, 2017.
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>

Haig Road Yew Kampong Station, 1992. Photograph

courtesy of Sunny Lian.
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Yew Kampong

Yew Kampong

Kampong yew keng or yew kampong is an indispensable and rather unique feature of the Nine
Emperor Gods Festivals at Kew Huang Keng. It has evolved from an older tradition. In the past, when Kew
Huang Keng was still in the old Charn Mao Hern kampong, this involved the tours of the southern districts of
Charn Mao Hern or Lemongrass Garden by the Nine Emperor Gods and Dou Mu Yuan Jun in their palanquins

to bless the residents in these districts. It originated back in the mid-1960s when the temple was in old location.

Though an integral feature of the festival in the kampong, the tradition ended in late 1979, when most
of the residents moved out to new public housing estates nearby due to the government’s redevelopment plans
and rehousing programme. Only the temple was left in Jalan Alsagoff. In 1984, the temple began to organize yew
keng tours to other Nine Emperor Gods temples. In 1985, Kew Huang Keng revived its tradition of kampong yew
keng, with the temple visiting the HDB estates that the majority of the the former kampong residents had been
resettled into. The former residents erected a station in the area to welcome the Nine Emperor Gods and Dou Mu
Yuan Jun, as well as their entourage from Kew Huang Keng. The tradition continued after the temple’s relocation

to its present-day premises at Arumugam Road in July 1986.

To continue this tradition, a family from the community of former kampong residents in a housing
estate would volunteer to assume the role of the steward or caretaker of the Nine Emperor God’s censer for their
community. This required the volunteer family to personally invite the Nine Emperor Gods to take up ‘residence’
in their community from Kew Huang Keng. Once permission had been granted, a portion of incense ash from the
main altar’s censer in Kew Huang Keng to a new censer that the volunteer family would bring home. The former
kampong members in the respective housing estate would come together to construct a makeshift altar station in
their estate during the Nine Emperor Gods Festival to receive the Nine Emperor Gods and Dou Mu Yuan Jun. The
censer kept by the volunteer family is then brought to the station and enshrined there for the yew kampong. The
continuation of this tradition is a testament to the preservation of the community spirit and identity of the former
Charn Mao Hern kampong in the modern residential estates. Even where some volunteer families have not been
able to maintain their roles, often with the passing of older family members or their relocation to places further
away, other families or groups have stepped up to take over these roles. In some cases, the censer of the station is

kept in the Inner Chamber of Kew Huang Keng and invited to the station only during the festival.
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>
Seow Lim Teck Eng Tong Physical Association Altar

Station at Bedok North, Block 128, 2017.
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>
Representatives from the Bedok North Deity

Receiving Station invite the Nine Emperor Gods’

censers to their station, 2017.
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Yew Kampong

There are six altar stations in the neighbouring housing estates today. These stations are located in
the following areas: Bedok North Blk 128 (premises of the Seow Lim Teck Eng Tong Physical Association),
Bedok North 511, Bedok North 517, Eunos Crescent Blk 16, Blk 5/8 Haig Road Basketball Court and Geylang
Bahru Blk 66. The stations would be erected before the start of the festival. After the receiving and the raising
of the Dipper Lamps, the representatives from the stations can then invite the Nine Emperor Gods and Dou Mu
Yuan Jun to their station by inviting nine long joss sticks and a yellow flag with the seal of the temple from the
Inner Chamber of the temple. These will either be placed in the Nine Emperor Gods censer at the station or in the
censer at the home of the custodian family if it has not been invited to the station. For those whose censers are
kept at the temple, they will invite the censer with incense back to the station after the receiving of the deities.
For Bedok North 517, for example, in 2017, they came to Kew Huang Keng in the morning of the fourth day of
the ninth lunar month at about 9.30am to invite the censer with incense and the paintings of the three main deities

of Kew Huang Keng back with them to the station on the fourth day of the ninth lunar month.
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>
Deity Receiving Station at Bedok North, undated

(likely 1980s). Photograph courtesy of Ler Lee Mong .
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Yew Kampong

Held on the sixth day of the ninth lunar month (usually a weekday), the kampong yew keng is again
deliberately scheduled in the evening to accommodate the working schedules of devotees. Unlike the yew keng,
Kew Huang Keng invites both the Nine Emperor Gods and the Dou Mu Yuan Jun censers and their palanquins
for the kampong yew keng. The contingent consists of the censer masters, ritual department and other temple
committee members, the Xiang You Hui members, a lion dance troupe organized by the Cheng Jing Hui, a

percussion and musical troupe organized by the Yin Yue Hui, and brightly coloured floats.

The kampong yew keng begins with a group prayer and a ritual to invite both the Nine Emperor
Gods and Dou Mu Yuan Jun censers into their palanquins. The two palanquins are carried into the temple’s halls
and placed on either side of the hall. The ceremonial party (censer masters, ritual department and several main
committee members) and Xiang You Hui members pay respects before the main altar. This is followed by the
inviting of the censers from the Inner Chamber to the palanquins, which is accompanied by the vigorous ringing
of the temple bell. After the censers are secured in the palanquins, the congregation will began to cheer, “Kew
Huang Dai Deh, huat ah! Kew Huang Dai Deh, huat ah!” as the drums and cymbals of the percussion ensemble

began to play outside.
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Deity Receiving Station at Bedok North, 2017.
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Geylang Bahru Block 66 Station, 2017.
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>
Haig Road Block 5/8 Basketball Court was welcoming

the Nine Emperor Gods and Dou Mu Yuan Jun, 2017.
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>
Geylang Bahru Block 66 Station, 2017.
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Yew Kampong

The kampong yew keng contingent usually disembarks a distance away from the exact location of
each altar station for the formation of the procession. The assembled entourage, accompanied by cascading
percussion music, would go to the altar station on foot. Lion dance performances greet the arriving entourage at
the entrance of each altar station. Following this, the individuals in charge of each altar station would greet the

entourage standing or kneeling, depending on his age and space availability.

The flow of the kampong yew keng normally involves a round of prayers at the main altar by the
ceremonial party consisting of the censer masters, the ritual department and temple committee members, before
the exchange of sandalwood between the Kew Huang Keng censers and the respective censers at each altar
station by the censer master. Indicative in this exchange of sandalwood is the exchange of respect between the

two sides.
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Altar Station at Bedok North, Block 511, welcoming

the Nine Emperor Gods and Dou Mu Yuan Jun, 2017.
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>
The censer master offers sandalwood incense at a yew

kampong station, 2017.
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>
Haig Road Block 5/8 Basketball Court, 2017.
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Yew Kampong

After the customary exchange of sandalwood, the palanquins pay their respects before the altar by
charging three times towards the altar, followed by the exchange of incense between the palanquins and the
altars. After this, the ceremonial party will gather once again to offer incense. Noteworthy at this ritual stage is
the conscious creation of a circle formation via incense sticks inserted into the local censer of the altar station by
representatives from Kew Huang Keng. In essence, this act symbolises the completion of a full circle. Then, the
ceremonial party leads the palanquins and whole visiting entourage to pay respects by bowing three times before

the main altar.

A typical conclusion of altar station visits involves the exchange of fruit baskets and handshakes, placing
incense sticks gathered from the main entourage into the censer at each altar station and another round of palanquin
performances. Depending on the availability of space, the palanquins will also circle the areas before the altars while
swinging and rocking vigorously, to the accompaniment of drums and gong, to bless the altar station, before the

entourage departs.

The kampong yew keng has played an important role in preserving the kampong identity, community, and
spirit of Charn Mao Hern since the 1970s and 1980s. Crystallised in the annual kampong yew keng is an interplay of
adaptability and tradition. After all, instead of completely discarding the traditional practice of parading through the
kampong, the visiting practice was continued by former Charn Mao Hern residents who acknowledged and navigated

through their new circumstances by constructing Nine Emperor Gods altar stations at the resettled HDB estates.

Despite the dispersal of the kampong inhabitants and temple community to multiple HDB estates, the
adaption of the old yew kampong of the village allowed for the retaining of older community ties, which are also being
transmitted to the new generation. Indeed, the annual establishment of the altar stations and the continuous attraction of

community members are testaments to the prevailing community spirit of the old Charn Mao Hern area.
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A “Prospering Censer “ occurred at the Geylang

Bahru Block 66 Station in 2017.
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Selection of the censer masters

Selection of the censer masters

The selection of the censer masters for the Nine Emperor Gods Festival usually occurs in the evening
of the prior year’s festival, specifically on the eighth day of the ninth lunar month at around 8 pm, by the
main temple committee members. The opportunities for consideration are foremost offered to active temple
members as well as donors to the temple. The gathered pool of willing candidates would thereby form the basis

for selection.

Considering the importance of the roles of the main and assistant censer masters, the selection is
steeped in rituals as well. Offerings of incense sticks and payment of respects to the Nine Emperor Gods at the
temple’s altar are first made by the current year’s main and assistant censer masters. Flanking the front and back
of these individuals is a temple member holding a gong and a temple member holding the compiled name list,
respectively. Whilst the temple secretary announces the list of names to the deities for approval, the main censer

master tosses two crescent-shaped wooden blocks upwards.

Essential to this tossing practice is the significance of how the blocks land. A positive approval is
indicated by the blocks landing on different sides—flat and curved surfaces, whilst a rejection indicates a similar
landing position. A strike would only be noted on the list alongside the name when there was a positive response.
Multiple tosses are enacted for each individual who received an initial positive approval until the blocks finally
land in a similar position. The tallied consecutive approvals of each individual by temple members are matched

by equivalent strikes on the gong.

The individual with the most strikes is chosen as the main censer-master. Assuming incidents of ties,
the tossing process is restarted for the tied names. The individuals with the next highest strikes subordinate to
the initial would take on the roles of the assistant censer-masters. If the selected person cannot commit to the
festival, the position will be passed down to the person with the next higher number of strikes. The selection
ceremony is concluded when all three positions are confirmed. The next twenty highest number of positive
responses will be the tou jia (or towkay). The main and assistant censer masters and towkays have to be on duty
in the temple on an everyday basis during the festival covering duties in the Inner Chamber and the raising and
lowering of the Lamps. They also have to participate in the Zai Qi rituals conducted by the Daoist priest in the
mornings (at 5.30am) of the 29" day of the eighth lunar month and the first, third, sixth and ninth days of the ninth
lunar month with the ritual department and other temple members. They have special ceremonial roles in the
key events of the temple, such as the receiving and sending off, and the yew keng and kampong yew keng. The
main and assistant censer masters will usually lead the procession and are responsible for the main rituals. The
towkays are responsible for other duties such as the vanguards handling the salt, rice, and talisman water at the
head of the procession, for helping out at other tasks in these processions, and also in carrying the sedan for the

Nine Emperor Gods image during the sending-off procession.
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Determining the censer masters for the next year,

2017.
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>
Providing food to devotees, 2017.
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Sending Off the Nine Emperor Gods and Dou Mu Yuan Jun of Charn Mao Hern Kew Huang Keng

Sending Off the Nine Emperor Gods and Dou Mu
Yuan Jun of Kew Huang Keng

The sending-off of the Nine Emperor Gods on the ninth day of the ninth lunar month is the most
elaborate ritual event for the Nine Emperor Gods Festival. It is held in the afternoon at the seaside of East
Coast Park. Similar to the receiving ceremony, Kew Huang Keng usually sets abuzz with activities from dawn.
Offerings and payments of respect aside, the busyness extends to the makeshift kitchen where the Fu Nii Zu
usually churn out generous portions of vegetarian bee hoon, vegetable curry and deep-fried beancurd for the

gathered crowd. This typical flurry of activities was also noted during the 2017 Nine Emperor Gods Festival.

Highly anticipated, the sending-off ceremony is generally attended by a large crowd of devotees,
given that it is the final opportunity for them to pay their respects to the Nine Emperor Gods during the festival.
Lion dance performances by the Cheng Jing Hui kick off the ceremony. The Kew Huang Keng lion dance troupe

is unique compared to other temples, with the troupe possessing nine lions.

The conclusion of the lion dance performances is usually followed by the arrival of the Yin Yue Hui
contingent at the temple to pay respects. The contingent consists of nine Big-headed dolls, nine flower ladies,
nine banner bearers and eight opera performers dressed as the Eight Immortals. The Eight Immortals are the first
to pay respects to the deities, followed by the troupe of flower ladies. Next are the big-headed dolls and they
will start dancing to the music of the Yin Yue Hui’s Chaozhou percussion ensemble. After their performance, the
actors will remove their doll custumes and place them neatly at the base of the bridge. The percussion ensemble
will then peform, with the doll costumes arranged neatly in front of them. After this performance, the whole

contingent will pay their respects before the temple once again.

This was followed by a dragon dance performance. At the same time, the palanquins are cleansed
with sandalwood before they were carried into the main hall of the temple. Inside the main hall of the temple,
after the joint prayer by the the ceremonial party and Xiang You Hui members, the censer masters and ritual
department will invite the Nine Emperor Gods and Dou Mu Yuan Jun censers from the Inner Chamber into
their palanquins. The emerging censer is usually greeted by the repeated ringing of the temple’s bell and cheers
of temple members till it is secured in the waiting palanquin. The palanquins then leave the main hall to the
compound in front of the temple, where they began swaying vigorously as they proceeded to the neighbouring

temple to pay respects.
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Devotees enjoying a performance before the

sending-off ceremony, 2017.
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>
Sending off the Nine Emperor Gods and Dou Mu Yuan
Jun, undated. Photograph courtesy of Ler Su Kuee.
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Sending Off the Nine Emperor Gods and Dou Mu Yuan Jun of Charn Mao Hern Kew Huang Keng

‘Whilst the procession to the neighbouring temples is ongoing, the ceremonial party remains in the
temple hall to invite the statue of the Nine Emperor Gods from the temple’s altar to the sedan chair. To begin,
the ceremonial party removes offerings from the Nine Emperor Gods’ altar carefully and respectfully. Then, they
pay respects to the Nine Emperor Gods again before ascending the altar whilst kneeling to hand the statue to the

awaiting main censer master and other temple members.

The ringing of the temple bell marks the process of carrying the statue to the sedan chair. Generally,
the statue is rested atop a stack of joss papers on the seat of the sedan chair. More stacks of joss papers are added

around the statue to secure it further and to maintain distance from the sedan chair.

The emphasis on religious sanctity and respect renders avoiding physical contact with the statute
imperative. Joss papers are instead used when adjustments to the statutes are necessary. The next steps include
attaching a yellow flower ball to the centre of the secured statue, the delicate adjustment of the image’s robe and

combing and parting the statue’s beard with joss paper.

Further parallels can be drawn between the receiving and sending-off ceremonies as the same
ceremonial items are featured in both cases. After completing the statue preparations, participants are again
arranged in a procession with the Nine Emperor God’s statue and sedan chair behind the ceremonial party. The
performance of a thrice charge by the two awaiting palanquins outside the temple is of interest here before the
descent of the Nine Emperor Gods’ sedan chair from the ramp. Yet again, akin to the receiving ceremony, the
procession lineup is as follows: ceremonial party at the head, followed by the Nine Emperor Gods’ sedan chair,

the palanquins, and lastly, devotees.
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Securing the Nine Emperor God’s image to a sedan

chair, 2017.
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A
The sending-off procession’s departure from the

temple, 2017.
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Sending Off the Nine Emperor Gods and Dou Mu Yuan Jun of Charn Mao Hern Kew Huang Keng

During the 2017 Nine Emperor Gods Festival, the procession of the sending-off ceremony for Kew
Huang Keng was directed to the awaiting motorcade along Ubi Avenue 1 via the back of the temple. Mindfulness
and respect towards the deities necessitated a temple member shielding the Nine Emperor Gods statue from the
sun with a royal parasol. The Nine Emperor Gods statue and sedan chair is first carried mainly by the Tou Jia
(towkays) of the temple, with the temple committee members assisting in the duty. Regardless of age, the people

carrying the Nine Emperor Gods on his sedan chair are extremely cheerful and full of energy.

The procession attracted the attention of curious onlookers, and some pedestrians can be seen making
a quick prayer as the procession passed by. The sending-off ceremony is the grandest and most elaborate ritual
event during the festival. Like the arrangements for the receiving ceremony, the ceremonial party and devotees
boarded the the buses, while the palanquins and sedan chair with their respective teams boarded the lorries, and

the entourage made its way to East Coast Park.

By 3 PM, a large number of devotees in white had already gathered at East Coast Park Zone C for the
sending-off ceremony. Upon the motorcade’s arrival from the temple, these awaiting devotees joined the other
participants in the pre-determined processional arrangement. Traditional dictates the marking of the onset of the

ceremony with the striking of gongs.

Spearheading the procession that year was the lion dance troupe of the Cheng Jing Hui, followed by
the musical ensemble of the Yin Yue Hui. A lion dance sequence was performed at the entrance of East Coast
Park for the ceremonial party, Nine Emperor God’s sedan chair and palanquins each before they were allowed
on the beach. A vital aspect of the sending-off ceremony, as with the receiving ceremony, is the need for prior
demarcation of a section of the beach for the ceremony, with red and yellow banners forming the makeshift
“gateway” at the shoreline. For the sending-off ceremony, the yellow banner, this time with the characters
“Sheng Jia Hui Luan” (“deities returning to their abode”) signifying the sending-off of the Nine Emperor Gods,

will be in front of the red banner (“He Jin Ping An”) facing the sea.
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Temple members bearing the Nine Emperor Gods,

2017.
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>
The arrival of the sending-off contingent at the beach,

2017.
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>
Palanquin charging into the sea, 2017.
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Sending Off the Nine Emperor Gods and Dou Mu Yuan Jun of Charn Mao Hern Kew Huang Keng

The ritual department and other committee members began to lay out the ceremonial items on the
beach behind the gateway created. These included: nine cups of tea, a tea kettle, incense sticks, stacks of joss
paper, a basket of sandalwood, a small censer for the burning of sandalwood, and plates of tobacco, fresh flowers,
oranges, betel nuts and leaves. Additionally, two large yellow candles were placed each side of the offerings, with
the large Dou Mu Yuan Jun censer in front of the offerings. During the preparations, the Nine Emperor Gods’

sedan chair was placed behind the ceremonial party while the palanquins circled and swung behind.

Indeed, the palanquin bearers’ routine included three rounds: a sudden charge towards the sea—
crashing into the surf and circling the gateway before returning to the shore. After the offerings were laid out and
tea was poured, the palanquins were rested behind the Nine Emperor Gods’ sedan chair. This was to facilitate the
invitation of the censer from the Dou Mu palanquin to the ritual area by the censer masters for placement behind
the displayed offerings. Particularly striking was the entourage’s ensued continuous cheers of “Kew Huang
Dai Deh, huat ah! Kew Huang Dai Deh, huat ah!” while inviting the censer. Another marked round of respects

followed the invitation, with the entourage’s kneeling for the sending-off prayers.
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Sending off Dou Mu Yuan Jun, 2017.
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>
Sending off Dou Mu Yuan Jun and the Nine Emperor

Gods, 2017.
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Sending Off the Nine Emperor Gods and Dou Mu Yuan Jun of Charn Mao Hern Kew Huang Keng

The Daoist priest would then begin his chanting and then read from the petition. This takes about 15
minutes. The ceremonial party and devotees would kneel and pray with joss sticks. Upon the instruction from the
priest, the censer mastesr would be handedthe joss paper for offering towards the sea by bowing with it in their
hands, before it is handed over to other temple members who would burn it in nearby. As the chanting reached
its climax, the censer masters and ritual department and committee members would help each other remove
the yellow strips on their wrists, and burn them in the furnace nearby. After this, the joss sticks from the censer
masters, temple committee members and other temple members would be collected and placed into the censer
until it is full, with the other incense sticks placed into the sand to create a corridor towards the gateway as during

the receiving.

Finally, the temple members and censer masters began to don their life vests. In the distance, a
motor boat adorned with three young bamboos tied with yellow cloth and triangular banners with a red flag atop
approaches the shoreline. With the aid of several temple members, the main censer master and assistant censer
masters carried the censer and headed out into the sea to board the boat. Once onboard, the boat then departed
outwards to the sea, where the censer masters would release the censer into the middle of the sea, signifying the
sending off of the Dou Mu Yuan Jun and Nine Emperor Gods. Temple members aboard the boat would then toss
joss papers into the air as the boat started to return to the shoreline. The sending-off of the censer signalled the

culmination of the ceremony.

Nevertheless, the sending-off ceremony was not the conclusion of the festival. Rather, the end of the
festival is denoted by the lowering of the Nine Lamps at 10 am the following day. Once accomplished, the temple
resumes its original appearance—with all yellow objects, including fabrics, lanterns, and candles, replaced with
red ones, and the temple being adorned with regular religious paraphernalia. It also marked the cessation of the

zhai regulations.
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Chapter 2 Charn Mao Hern Kew Huang Keng

A
Group photo of the committee members, palanquin

bearers and devotees from Kew Huang Keng, 2016
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Conclusion

Conclusion

The Nine Emperor Gods festival at Charn Mao Hern Kew Huang Keng highlights both the community
relationships and the religious aspects of the festival. While Charn Mao Hern Kew Huang Keng has faced many
challenges over the past few decades with the rapid modernization of Singapore, it is heart-warming to learn
that the community’s strong relationships and bonds with each other continues to persevere till this day despite
the various challenges. The Nine Emperor Gods Festival not only acts as a means of celebrating the deities’
festival, it also serves the very important function of allowing the dispersed kampong community to maintain
and rekindling relations with each other every year, and in attracting new members to the temple. At the same
time, Kew Huang Keng has also managed to attract new members from different walks of life and of all ages,
through new channels and old, and continued to grow alongside the social, spatial and economic transformations
in Singapore over the past seventy years. The establishment of the Ladies Group and the very recent formation
of the Kew Huang Keng Youth Group in 2021 are testaments to these efforts. The blending of old and new, the
navigating of tradition and change, and the connecting of past, present and future, are all very important for

charting what lies ahead for the temple.

Without community and tradition, the celebration of the festival would lose its meaning and significance.
The values of abstinence, discipline and humility inculcated through the vegetarian diet and other restrictions
required during the festival, together with the emphasis on purity, and proper behaviour, words and thoughts,
still have strong resonance for the young today and in the future, especially in dealing with the challenges of
modern-day living and modern society. The temple continues to make a commendable effort in preserving
these traditional practices and values, and passing on their knowledge and traditions to the next generation,
through their continuous efforts to attract new volunteers and members, who in working together with the older
generations, will be able to preserve and promote the traditions, values and spirit of the Nine Emperor Gods

Festival and Kew Huang Keng temple.
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The entrance of Choa Chu Kang Tao Bu Keng during the Nine Emperor Gods Festival.
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Chapter 3 Choa Chu Kang Tao Bu Keng

>
Nine Emperor Gods Festival at old Choa Chu Kang

Tao Bu Keng in Kampong Sungei Tengah, undated
collection (likely 1980s). Photographs courtesy of
Choa Chu Kang Tao Bu Keng.
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>
The environs of Choa Chu Kang Tao Bu Keng—

Kampong Sungei Tengah, Choa Chu Kang Road,
undated (likely 1980s). Photographs courtesy of Choa
Chu Kang Tao Bu Keng.
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Situated at No. 2, Teck Whye Lane is a historical temple that buzzes with life and excitement
annually at the end of the eighth lunar month. Located within Chua Chu Kang Lian Sing Keng (Choa Chu Keng
Combined Temple Complex), Choa Chu Kang Tao Bu Keng attracts devotees from different walks of life every
year to witness and participate in the Nine Emperor Gods Festival. The streets are lined with lights, and the air is

filled with incense during each festive period.
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>
Old Tao Bu Keng Temple Kampong Sungei Tengah

(1990). Photographs courtesy of Choa Chu Kang Tao
Bu Keng.

19904F A B AT SFBEE o

Photographs courtesy of Choa Chu Kang Tao Bu Keng
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>
Today’s refurbished altar at Choa Chu Kang Tao Bu

Keng at Teck Whye Road No. 2.
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<
Interior of Tao Bu Keng temple during the Nine

Emperor Gods Festival in the 1980s.
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Photographs courtesy of Choa Chu Kang Tao Bu Keng.
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>
Nine mediums for each of the Nine Emperor Gods.

JLRILL KA L

Choa Chu Kang Tao Bu Keng’s Nine Emperor Gods Festival has two main highlights. Firstly, the
temple has nine mediums for each of the Nine Emperor Gods since the 1990s. Before that, there was only one
medium for the First Emperor God. On top of this, one cannot overlook the intense community spirit displayed
during all ten days of the annual festival. Stemming from the historical kampong spirit, old villagers and
neighbours harness the festival as an opportunity for reminiscence over vegetarian food, such as curry bee hoon
(vermicelli). The unique kampong history has been sustained into the present through the festival rituals passed

on to the younger generation.
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>
The Nine Emperor Gods Festival at Kampong Sungei

Tengah. Photograph courtesy of Choa Chu Kang Tao
Bu Keng.
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History

Choa Chu Kang Tao Bu Keng is more than a hundred years old. Based on the oldest incense urn in
the temple today, the history of Tao Bu Keng dates back to 1920. It was originally located in a villager’s house in
Kampong Sungei Tengah along Choa Chu Kang Road, 12% milestone. The villager’s name is Cai En. He lived
in the innermost part of the kampong called Yi Chang Yuan. Cai En was a fisherman. While he was fishing, he
picked up an incense censer. That night, he dreamt that the incense censer belonged to the Nine Emperor Gods.
When he woke up, he decided to worship the incense censer. Every year, during the ninth lunar month, he would
observe the Nine Emperor Gods Festival with a few of his close acquaintances. The Nine Emperor Gods were
invited and sent off by the seaside in front of his house. In 1945, Cai En decided to build a temple dedicated to
the Nine Emperor Gods. With the help of the village elder, Mr Wang Ke Wei, he acquired a piece of land that sits
along Lorong Atong with Kampong Sungei Tengah. This area was commonly called Wai Dong Cheng [Minnan:
Wah Dang Seng].

Since the temple’s founding, Choa Chu Kang Tao Bu Keng has undergone several renovations and
relocations. The simple attap house, built in 1945, was later upgraded to a zinc-and-tile temple. Subsequently,
other temples were built alongside this temple, forming a row of five temples—Jin Shui Guan, the Shui Gou
Guan, Ling Jin Tang, and Lai Sheng Gong. The row of five temples eventually became a prominent landmark in

Kampong Sungei Tengah.

In 1992, Sungei Tengah was requisitioned by the Singapore government for redevelopment. Tao Bu
Keng had to find a new location. The temple was allocated a piece of land at 2 Teck Whye Lane, within one of the
earliest housing estates in Choa Chu Kang. As the new temple was being built, which took a few years, the temple
moved to a temporary site in Teck Whye Lane. In 1996, with the donations and support of the temple committee,
volunteers, and devotees (many of whom came from Sungei Tengah, the new temple was completed, and Choa
Chu Kang Tao Bu Keng moved into its new address, alongside Jiu Long Gong, Tian Yun Miao, San Zhong Gong
and Shui Gou Guan Sheng De Tan to form a new combined temple complex. Choa Chu Kang Tao Bu Keng sits

in the centre of this new temple building.
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Chapter 3 Choa Chu Kang Tao Bu Keng Setting the Stage

>
Prosperity censers and the censers of the lu zhu invited

back to the temple waited to be cleaned, refurbished

and reconsecrated.
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Setting the Stage

Festival preparations begin in earnest during the first weekend of the eighth lunar month with the
cleaning and preparation of the palanquins and other ritual equipment brought back to the temple from various
storage locations. The key event will be the arrival of the First Emperor God on the ninth day of the eighth lunar
month to consecrate the sedan chairs and provide instructions and advice for the coming festival. The subsequent
scheduled activity during the following weekend is the collection, cleaning, renewal and re-consecration of

prosperity censers from the households of supporters.
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Collection of palanquins and festival equipment

from storage to be transported back to the temple.

B RK AL S 5 R A T AR B
TR,

<
Committee members cleaning the Nine Emperor

Gods’ palanquins.

i TR B



Chapter 3 Choa Chu Kang Tao Bu Keng Setting the Stage

>
The First of the Nine Emperor Gods arrives to give

instructions and advice for the festival.
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>
Premise spring cleaning ahead of the Nine Emperor

Gods Festival by committee members.
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The spring cleaning of the temple’s premises takes place on the 26" day of the eighth lunar month.
Three days are further set aside for preparations within the temple’s premises. These include the placement of
yellow candles in front of the altar and the changing of the deities’ robes. Such a dedicated cleaning of the temple
ensures the purification of the religious space for the invitation of the Nine Emperor Gods. This is followed by

the beginning of the strict vegetarian regime by the members of the temple and other volunteers.
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Consecration of the palanquins and thrones of the

Nine Emperor Gods by the First Emperor God.
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>
Erecting of the lamp pole for the Nine Lamps by

committee members.
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The temple invites the Fifth Emperor God to set up the Five Encampments of Spirit Generals and
Soldiers for the blessings and protection of the festival site on the 27" of the eighth lunar month. The erection of
the festival lamp pole occurs a day before the receiving ceremony. The raising of the lamp pole aims to inform
both humans and spirits surrounding the temple of the upcoming major celebration. In particular, the lamp pole

comprises of a long strip of bamboo with nine lamps hung on the top.
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>
The Fifth Emperor God consecrating the horses

representing the armies guarding the festival site.
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In the wake of the preparations is a visibly remarkable transformation within and around the temple.
Overall, the temple evokes cleanliness and purification. Sensations aside, highly noticeable are the fittings of
material adornments. The temple is enveloped by bright lanterns lining the streets. New banners, vibrant flags
and long banners are also attached around the neighbourhood. In particular, the banners inform devotees and
surrounding residents about the upcoming commemoration—to the extent of being physical guideposts leading

devotees across Singapore to the temple site for the celebration.

One day before the receiving of the Nine Emperor Gods, Tao Bu Keng members and volunteers will
go to Tuas South Beach, to do the final preparations at the site for the receiving ceremony. They will install the
flags, banners, boundary markers and ropes, to mark out the main ritual area. A representative from the temple
will also make offerings to inform the earth deity that they were going to conduct the receiving ceremony there

the next day.

The site of the receiving and sending-off ceremonies for Choa Chu Kang Tao Bu Keng has changed
over the years with its relocations as well as the suitability of the different locations over time. When it was at
Kampong Sungei Tengah, the temple received and sent off the Nine Emperor Gods at the river before the temple.
The river became increasingly unsuitable for the purpose, and they moved to Lim Chu Kang Jetty to conduct
the ritual in 1978. Tuas South Beach has been the chosen site for the ceremonies as the Nine Emperor Gods

instructed since the temple’s move to Teck Whye Lane.
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Preparations at Tuas South Beach by committee
members a day in advance of the Nine Emperor

Gods’ arrival.
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>
Altar for the worship of the Jade Emperor of Heaven.

EEKz.

Receiving the Nine Emperor Gods

Receiving the Nine Emperor Gods

The last day of the eighth lunar month is the much anticipated receiving of the Nine Emperor Gods by
Choa Chu Kang Tao Bu Keng. The steady influx of members of the temple and volunteers, all in complete white
with yellow headbands, begins early in the morning and continues through the day as the temple prepares for the
ceremonies and rituals in the evening. These include the preparation of vegetarian food for devotees, volunteers,
and members of the temple, the readying of the floats, lorries and palanquins, the clearing of incense sticks at the

altar placed by the successive flow of devotees, and crowd management.

The day’s preparations are usually completed by 7 pm. An announcement is made about transport
departure details via a megaphone for the devotees wishing to follow the receiving contingent to the beach.
Aside from the mediums, the Nine Emperor Gods palanquins and the sedan chairs of the other deities, as well
as their respective teams, the majority of devotees would board buses to the beach. The entire contingent is
large, comprising at least eight buses of devotees and 15 lorries. In the lorries are the nine palanquins for the
Nine Emperor Gods, a sedan chair for Dou Mu Yuan Jun and the three vanguard chairs for Guan Di Sheng Jun,
Emperor of the Five Grains and the Marshal of the Central Altar. The mediums of the Nine Emperor Gods will
also board the lorries. Other participants involved in the ceremony include the lion and dragon dance troupes and

the drums and cymbals troupes.



PAUR

RIENAWESE—RET KRR EEH. X—RAREEFFLE, B3R ST R I iE
Wil i 452 52 B0 S| BB R LI RO B A . NN N RN, INRAE. BT
FEWRING Gy, SFREE SN KIS, SRS i B Sy 4 A SR AR AR H AR e R Ho At LT
BAERARMERM A R E AT S RS, AT BB T 1. 3L
WX LA FEER, EEBEMTT . SR BRT R REG . HoAh ST e
F. PEMES. URGEEEEMIH, IMAwEs 5 Ll B g %, 250480
SAGIKBFM L THMEARAY, R Lwakiy.

M7, WBIMAEMER A . L LATEE HE S L ME . G0 B 2
Gilbo . FEEAPEAT OGN TR 2 ) ARG E UL RAL R BRI ST 1R D
BIRLw . BANENCREED) WD LR+ RS E. U IR TR £ 5
HHXEMA. TARHTIECME e SHaa & 8 0P RS LERFIRILENS
FeAL T HHTIE. AT AL E I IEA LI eH . —IEdtss s .

wIMEE  EE BEESIEE (25

<
The nine palanquins and thrones of the Nine

Emperor Gods.

REHE EE.

<
The sedan chairs of the vanguard deities, also

referred to as the “mountain-crossing sedan chair”.
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>
Moving of the Nine Emperor Gods’ palanquin upon a

float by palanquin bearers.
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>
Devotees were awaiting the arrival of the Nine

Emperor Gods.
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Given the scale of the ceremony, prior preparations are made —with a section of the beach cordoned
off for use. When the receiving contingent arrives at Tuas South Beach, the site is already a sea of people
dressed in white, with great expectancy in the air. At the heart of the ritual space lies the main altar table on
which offerings and religious paraphernalia are laid out. The nine Dragon Chairs belonging to the Nine Emperor
Gods—with a golden cape on each chair—are arranged behind the main altar table facing the beach in a semi-

circle. A Daoist priest conducts the ceremony.
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|
The palanquins and their bearers travel to the beach

aboard a pickup truck. JL 2 T 5 H AR R ek B
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<
Choa Chu Kang Tao Bu Keng’s Golden Drum

Troupe proceeding to the beach to receive the Nine

Emperor Gods.
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>
Final preparations of the Nine Emperor Gods’ thrones

before the initiation of the receiving ceremony at the

beach.
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>
The departure of the Nine Emperor Gods palanquins

from the beach.
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Marking the arrival of the receiving contingent are the lively drum and cymbal beats of the lion
and dragon dance troupes. The palanquins are rested behind the dragon chairs as the Daoist priest begins his
chanting. The Golden Drum Troupe begins to play at the same time, filling the air with their drum beats. The
tense atmosphere is usually further heightened as the mediums begin to show the physical signs of the arrival of
the Nine Emperor Gods. To ensure purity, the mediums cleanse themselves with incense sticks after the arrival
of the Nine Emperor Gods, before changing into their respective robes and headscarves. They then pay their
respects to Tian Gong (the Jade Emperor) and the Dou Mu Yuan Jun (Mother of the Dipper Star Deities). Then,
paper talismans are burnt on the ground before the Nine Emperor Gods palanquins to consecrate them. After the
consecration, the palanquin teams began to carry the palanquins, swaying from left to right. At the end of the

ceremony, the Nine Emperor Gods and their entourage begin their journey back to Teck Whye Lane.
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|
The Nine Emperor Gods descend upon their

mediums at the beach, 1998. Photographs courtesy
of Choa Chu Kang Tao Bu Keng.
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Next, palanquins arrive at the temple to the

background beating of drums and cymbals.
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>
The Nine Emperor Gods bless kneeling devotees by

waving command flags over their heads.
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At Teck Whye Lane, large crowds of devotees have already formed, lining the road on both sides,
with many kneeling down, to receive the Nine Emperor Gods and seek their blessing. The Nine Emperor Gods
will bless the devotees by waving their command flags over them. The Nine Emperor Gods then lead their
entourage in paying their respects at the Jade Emperor altar and other altars in the combined temple complex,
before returning to Tao Bu Keng. The receiving ceremony then officially concludes, and the Nine Emperor Gods

Festival officially begins.

Key Events for the Festive Period

During the Nine Emperor Gods Festival, Tao Bu Keng is constantly abuzz with activity day and
night. There is a continuous flow of devotees from the neighbourhood and from other parts of Singapore, and
beyond, bringing fruits, incense and other offerings for the Nine Emperor Gods. The volunteers and committee
members of the temple are busy around the clock serving the deities and helping the devotees. They have to take
care of the main altar areas as well as the altars in the Inner Chamber. They also have to conduct daily rituals,
provide services and organize special events. The volunteers and committee members are also assigned different
tasks in the temple during the festival period, from manning the stations for selling incense, candles and joss
paper, to helping devotees wishing to make donations and light lanterns for their loved ones. By the second day
of the ninth lunar month, the ceiling of the Tao Bu Keng will be full of yellow lanterns offered by the devotees.
During this period, the kitchen volunteers are also busy with the preparation of vegetarian food for the devotees
and helpers. Many devotees and sponsors will also donate large quantities of ingredients, such as bee hoon, and

drinks, for the festival.

There is a strong community spirit among the temple committee members and volunteers in Tao
Bu Keng. Many of them are former inhabitants of Kampong Sungei Tengah and its environs. Tao Bu Keng now
draws many of its devotees, helpers, and committee members from the new housing estates of Choa Chu Kang
and Bukit Panjang, and beyond, as well as through new social channels and networks, such as schools and the
workplace. Nevertheless, the old ties between the temple and the Sungei Tengah kampong continue to provide
the foundations for the community, history, and identity of the temple and its Nine Emperor Gods Festival. In
the old kampong, Tao Bu Keng was no just a religious place or space, but also a very important social one, and
an important hub for community activities. It was an important meeting place where many villagers will meet for
casual talk. Every year, they would work together to wash and clean the temple, and clear the pathways of stones
for the festival procession, to prepare for the Nine Emperor Gods Festival and the devotees who would come

from the surrounding areas.
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<
The Nine Emperor Gods and their entourage paying

respects before the Jade Emperor altar outside Tao

Bu Keng.

JUE IR 55 3025 P BAFE S0 B 1) T 2R
G



222 Chapter 3 Choa Chu Kang Tao Bu Keng Key Events for the festive period

>
Leong Nam Temple visiting Choa Chu Kang Tao Bu

Keng.
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Opera performances were a particularly important entertainment for the villagers, as many older
devotees and former inhabitants would reminisce fondly about how they would buy snacks and eat them while
watching the opera performances. For these villagers, Tao Bu Keng was central to their lives in the kampong.
Many former inhabitants of Sungei Tengah kampong and their relatives continue to help out at the temple and
participate in its activities. They saw this as a way to connect with their past and memories, and an opportunity
to catch up with their former neighbours and old friends. Thus, today’s festival continues to be an embodiment

of kampong memories, old ties, and community spirit, which can be seen in its rituals, activities and events.

In the following nine days of the festival, the temple conducts various rituals and activities. There
will be daily rituals to reward the Five Generals and their spiritual armies with special vegetarian feasts and
military displays. On the first, third, and fifth day of the festival, there will be consultation sessions for the
devotees to seek the advice and help of the Nine Emperor Gods. Three of the Nine Emperor Gods will arrive on
each of the three days to bless and advice devotees wishing to consult them. To strengthen and maintain their ties
with other temples, Tao Bu Keng will also arrange visits to other Nine Emperor Gods temples, and host visiting

delegations from other such temples.

Tao Bu Keng also has several important rituals and events which has given the Nine Emperor Gods
Festival there its unique identity. This includes the yew kampong (touring the old kampong), the vegetarian feast,

crossing the Bridge of Blessing, and celebrating the Nine Emperor Gods’ birthday.
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IS
Leong Nam Temple yew keng delegation paying

respects at Tao Bu Keng.
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>
Hong San Temple delegation exchanging incense at

Tao Bu Keng.
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>
Charn Mao Hern Kew Huang Keng delegation

paying respects to the Nine Emperor Gods at Tao Bu
Keng.
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|
Jiu Huang Dian contingent paying respects at the

Nine Heavenly Lamps.
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|
Rewarding and feasting the spiritual armies at Tao

Bu Keng, with a vanguard performing a chao ya

(military display) ritual.
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<
Opera performers paying respects before their

performance.
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>
Preparation of an altar by Ci Bei Ma Zu Gong to

receive the visiting contingent from Tao Bu Keng.
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>
Exchanging incense at Ci Bei Ma Zu Gong.
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The Sixth Day: Tour of the Old Kampong

The sixth day of the ninth lunar month is also seen as the birthday of the Nine Emperor Gods. In the
evening, the temple will prepare an eggless birthday cake for the Nine Emperor Gods. In some years, there is
also a tour of the temple’s former location in Sungei Tengah, known colloquially as “yew kampong”. The tour of
the old Kampong Sungei Tengah is a grand affair that occurs once every few years on the instruction of the Nine
Emperor Gods. The purpose of the ritual is to remind temple members and devotees of the temple’s origins and
their community roots. The Nine Emperor Gods will lead a large entourage, including the Nine Emperor Gods’
palanquins and the Daoist priest, towards Lim Chu Kang Jetty, the former site for the receiving and sending-off
rituals. The Daoist priest will conduct a small-scale “inviting water” ritual at the site. After the conclusion of the
ritual, the Nine Emperor Gods will instruct a committee member to proceed to the side of the pier to fill a pail of

water. This pail will be wrapped in yellow cloth and brought back to the temple.

After the ritual at Lim Chu Kang Jetty, the contingent proceeds to Ci Bei Ma Zu Gong. This visit
reaffirms the long-standing ties and friendship between the two temples that dates back to the kampong days. Ci
Bei Ma Zu Gong was located next to Lim Chu Kang Jetty, where Tao Bu Keng received the Nine Emperor Gods.
In the past, a representative of Tao Bu Keng would first go to Ci Bei Ma Zu Gong in the afternoon of the day of
receiving, to first offer incense and inform Mazu of the coming Nine Emperor Gods Festival and the receiving
ceremony in the evening. This was a form of respect to the temple and deity, but also reinforced the tradition
of friendship between the two temples. Although Ci Bei Ma Zu Gong is no longer at its old address, Tao Bu
Keng will still visit the temple to pay respects during its yew kampong tour. Ci Bei Ma Zu Gong will prepare an
elaborate altar with offerings to receive the Nine Emperor Gods and the visiting Tao Bu Keng contingent. This

visit ends with an exchange of incense.
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<
A committee member returns to Tao Bu Keng with

a pail filled with water from Lim Chu Kang jetty and

wrapped in yellow cloth.
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>
Vegetarian feasts at Choa Chu Kang Tao Bu Keng,

1987 and 1991. Photograph courtesy of Choa Chu
Kang Tao Bu Keng.
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Vegetarian Feast

Vegetarian Feast

The vegetarian feast has become a signature event at Tao Bu Keng’s Nine Emperor Gods Festival. It
is held on the eighth and ninth days of the ninth lunar month, during the festival. The tradition began in the 1960s
with Mr. Huang Zhong Xing, the owner of Asia Brick Factory. The factory was originally located at Kampong
Lam San, just next to Kampong Sungei Tengah. He had sought the Nine Emperor Gods’ blessings for the success
of his business and promised to prepare a feast table of vegetarian dishes to thank them next year. His prayers
were answered, and he offered not one but two tables of vegetarian dishes during the Nine Emperor Gods Festival
annually from then on. Mr. Huang’s story quickly became known to the inhabitants in Sungei Tengah and the
surrounding area, and they started to do the same, cooking vegetarian dishes at home and bringing them to Tao
Bu Keng to offer to the Nine Emperor Gods as part of the vegetarian feast to pray for blessings and fortune, a
good harvest, and flourishing livestock. The feast extended over time from a day’s affair to an event over two

days. The tradition has continued to the present.

The number of tables has also since multiplied over time and underscores the continued popularity
and recognized significance of the tradition. Today, the offerings of the devotees during the feast would require
several hundred tables before the main altar area. In the past, the devotees participating would prepare the
vegetarian dishes at home and lay them out on several large communal feasting tables. Today, these huge tables
have been replaced by smaller tables, with one family to a table. The participating families can decide if they

wished to prepare the food themselves or to order the food from designated caterers.

The feast begins with the Daoist priest leading the prayers and blessing the participants and the food
they have prepared. Then, the Nine Emperor Gods will arrive and proceed to each table, where they will accept
the offering of tea from the head or representative of the household offering the food. He would then bless the
food and the devotees offering them, while giving them advice. Sometimes, he will conduct a ritual for the senior
citizens in attendance. After the feast for the Nine Emperor Gods, the participants would then partake of the food
on the different tables. Some devotees will also bring the food home to share the blessings of the Nine Emperor

Gods with their other family members.
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>
Vegetarian feast at Choa Chu Kang Tao Bu Keng

today.

>
The First Emperor Gods blesses the food and the

devotees at each table.
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The Second Emperor God conferring blessings at each

table.
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<
Devotees bring the blessed food offerings home to

share with their loved ones.
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>
Preparing for the Bridge of Blessing ceremony. The

Nine Emperor Gods mediums and their entourage

their positions around the bridge.
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Crossing the Bridge of Blessing

A key ritual during the festival is the crossing of the Bridge of Blessing. The ritual is held on the
eighth day of the festival. This event generally attracts a large crowd of devotees seeking the blessings of the Nine

Emperor Gods. Nearly 2000 devotees participated on one occasion.

The ritual begins with the arrival of the Fifth Emperor God for the installation of the Spiritual Armies
around the Bridge, followed by the arrival of the other Nine Emperor Gods through their mediums. The Nine
Emperor Gods and their assistants then take up their positions around the bridge, with the Sixth to Ninth Emperor
Gods standing at the two sides of the bridge, and the First to Fifth Emperor Gods standing at the ends of the
bridge. The devotees will be blessed as they make their way across the bridge, and the Sixth to Ninth Emperors
will use wave their command flags to help them change their negative luck. After crossing the bridge, they would
be blessed again by the First to Fifth Emperor Gods. The temple committee members and volunteers would then

stamp their backs with the Nine Emperor Gods’ seal.
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A
Consecration of the Bridge of Blessing, c. the

1980s—1990s and the present day, respectively.
The first two photographs are courtesy of Choa Chu
Kang Tao Bu Keng.
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A
The Nine Emperor Gods blessing the temple

committee members and volunteers with their

command flags after they cross the Bridge of Blessing.
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|
The First Emperor God blessing a young devotee

with his command flag.
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<
A committee member stamps the back of a devotee’s

shirt with the seal of the Nine Emperor Gods.
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>
Choa Chu Kang Tao Bu Keng members preparing the

site for sending off the Nine Emperor Gods at Tuas

South Beach.
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Ninth Day: Sending-off Ceremony

Similar to other Nine Emperor Gods temples, Tao Bu Keng sends off the Nine Emperor Gods on
the ninth day of the ninth lunar month. From dawn, helpers and committee members busy themselves with the
necessary preparations for the sending-off ritual and events in the evening. On this day, all participants—temple
members, helpers and devotees—again adhere to the white dress code. The sending-off ceremony attracts the

largest crowd of devotees, as well as a large number of onlookers.

The temple will also Invite the Jade Emperor on the eighth day. The Daoist priest will conduct the
rituals to invite and propitiate the Jade Emperor. At about noon, he will conduct the Hian Keng ritual (also for
the devotees to bless their personal belongings). In the afternoon, between 3 to 4pm, the Daoist priest will lead
the temple helpers and devotees in sending off the Jade Emperor. On the ninth day, he will conduct the ritual to
reward and feast the spiritual armies at about 1.30pm, after the conclusion of the second day of the Vegetarian
Feast. Thereafter, the committee members and helpers begin to get busy with the final preparations for the

sending-off in the evening.
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|
The Fifth Emperor God’s medium cleanses his body

with burning incense sticks.
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<
The arrival of the Nine Emperor Gods via their

mediums for the sending-off ceremony.
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>
The palanquins of the Nine Emperor Gods during the

sending-off ceremony.
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The sending-off ritual begins when the Nine Emperor Gods arrive through their mediums. By then,
the two sides of the road outside the temple will be crowded with many devotees as well as onlookers. The
crowd is much bigger than the day of the receiving. The Golden Drum Troupe starts to play, and the sending-off
contingent, consisting of the lion and dragon dance troupes, the vanguard sedan chairs, the dragon ship, and the
Dou Mu Yuan Jun sedan chair and Nine Emperor Gods palanquins, sets out to the thunderous drumbeat. The
Nine Emperor Gods will watch a performance by the opera troupe before departing. The contingent, led by the
vanguard sedan chairs will make their way on foot for a distance before boarding lorries (with the devotees
boarding the buses) and making their way to the beach. Crowds of devotees will line the route, earnestly seeking

blessings from the Nine Emperor Gods as they pass by.
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|
A coloured float for the sending-off of the Nine

Emperor Gods.
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<
Children participants carrying lanterns at the front

of the sending-off contingent.
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<
The Nine Emperor Gods watching the opera

performance before the journey to the beach.
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Chapter 3 Choa Chu Kang Tao Bu Keng Ninth Day: Sending-off Ceremony

>
The Nine Emperor Gods’ palanquins arriving for the

sending-off ceremony at Tuas coast.

JU2 FEHRE L MEE AR LR .

>
The Nine Emperor Gods blessing the devotees

kneeling on the side of the road.
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At Tuas beach, there were already crowds of devotees kneeling by the roadside, earnestly waiting
for the arrival of the Nine Emperor Gods. After their arrival, the Nine Emperor Gods would walk towards the
beach along the side of the road where the devotees are kneeling and wave their command flags over their heads,
conferring blessings as they walked past. As they reach the beach, the Daoist priest will begin chanting the
scriptures. The Nine Emperor Gods mediums will stand behind the altar table, while the devotees would gather
in front of the altar, kneeling in respect. At a certain juncture, the Daoist priest instructs the devotees to kneel
down and bow to the Nine Emperor Gods three times. The temple committee members and volunteers will then
start to burn the Dragon Ship and the Nine Emperor Gods would leave their mediums one by one. The drums stop
playing and the loud cacophony of a moment before is replaced by a certain peace and calm, with the crashing
of the waves and the sounds of the fluttering flags in the background. There is a sense of satisfaction and relief at

the successful conclusion of the sending-off ceremony.
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<
A crowd of enthusiastic devotees and temple

members greeting the arrival of Dou Mu’s sedan

chair at Tuas Beach.
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Chapter 3 Choa Chu Kang Tao Bu Keng Ninth Day: Sending-off Ceremony

>
Preparing to burn the Dragon Ship.

HER AL JEfE -

>
Burning of the Dragon Boat.
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The festival officially concludes on the tenth day of the ninth lunar month with the lowering of
the Nine Lamps and the recalling of the Spiritual Armies. Over the next few days, the cleaned and refurbished
prosperity censers and lu zhu (censer masters) censers are returned to their respective owners. Looking forward

to the festival next year!
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A
A committee member helps to consecrate a prosperity

censer on a family altar.
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Chapter 3 Choa Chu Kang Tao Bu Keng

>

The Nine Emperor Gods blessing the devotees, Tuas

South Beach.
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Conclusion

Conclusion

In urbanising Singapore, Tao Bu Keng and the Nine Emperor Gods Festival continue to embody the
old kampong spirit in the present. Although Kampong Sungei Tengah is no more, and despite the relocation of
its communities, the scale and scope of the festival at Tao Bu Keng has continued to grow exponentially over
the years. The community and networks of Tao Bu Keng and the Nine Emperor Gods Festival are no longer
just located in Choa Chu Kang, Jurong East, Bukit Panjang, and Bukit Batok, but also across Singapore, even
extending to Rengit in Johor. In addition to its connection with the kampong community of the past, the temple
and festival have also incorporated new groups, communities, and networks, through channels old and new.
Today, devotees young and old, and from different places, participate in the Nine Emperor Gods Festival at
Tao Bu Keng. Their involvement and coming together stemmed not only from their involvement in the various
activities and rituals organized during the festival, but also from their common belief in the Nine Emperor Gods
and their determination to follow the strict zhai jie restrictions out of devotion and respect for the Nine Emperor
Gods. Regardless of the changes over the years, the old kampong spirit and traditions are still the most important
foundations of the Tao Bu Keng community and the Nine Emperor Gods Festival. Reminiscing with old friends
and the past whilst engaging in deliberate self-reflection and self-discipline, the occasion is no doubt a solemn
affair. That said, as evident amongst the devotees thus far, the festival is also certainly a good time to make new
friends. The creation of new communities on the foundations of the old kampong spirit and the rituals, traditions,
and values of the festival will be very important in navigating the future of Tao Bu Keng and the Nine Emperor
Gods Festival in a globalizing and fast-changing Singapore, and its role in the preservation and promotion of the

Nine Emperor Gods Festival in this country and the wider region.
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Chapter 4 Hong San Temple Background

Background

>
Exterior and interior of Hong San Temple, 1954.

Photographs courtesy of Koh Lian What.
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Chapter 4 Hong San Temple Background

>
The exterior of Hong San Temple, 1989. Photograph

courtesy of Hong San Temple.
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IS
Image of the Nine Emperor Gods (back) and

Luminous Officer Wang (front) venerated in Hong
San Temple, c. 1969. Photograph from the Keith

Stevens Collection, courtesy of Ronni Pinsler.
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|
The exterior of Hong San Temple today.
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<
The Nine Emperor Gods in Hong San Temple today.
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>
The Nine Emperor Gods Festival at Hong San Temple,

Tai Seng, between 1968 and 1970. Photographs

courtesy of Hong San Temple.
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! Its prior address was at 128 Lorong Tai Seng.

2 Observed during the 2003 renovations was the
temple’s temporary relocation opposite of its old

premise.

Located at 49 Defu Lane 12, since its establishment, Hong San Temple is one of the oldest Nine
Emperor Gods temples at 49 Defu Lane 12." Of significance is that save for a short period in 2003 during

renovations, the temple has been at the same site since its initial construction in 1928.2

Of utmost significance has been the growth of the temple from a small and privately owned shrine
devoted to the Nine Emperor Gods at 128 Lorong Tai Seng initially to a well-known temple in Singapore
today. The development of the worship must be attributed to the arrival of three senior devotees from
Zhangzhou, China, with sacred incense from the renowned Nine Emperor Gods temple in Ampang, Kuala
Lumpur, Malaysia, to enshrine Tai Seng village for the dissemination of worship. The temple relocated to its

current premise in 1928 to cater to the rapid increase in devotee numbers.
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A
Feng Shan Primary School, between 1968

and 1970. Photograph courtesy of Hong

San Temple.
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An important fixture in Tai Seng village and the surrounding Lemongrass district region, Hong
San Temple even provided much-needed financial assistance to a primary school in its vicinity—Feng Shan
Primary School. This educational assistance has continued till the present. Great was its reach and influence
that the participants that it drew to its Nine Emperor Gods Festivals came from many neighbouring villages
in eastern Singapore before the Japanese Occupation. Indeed, the Tai Seng village no longer exists today.
Nevertheless, the temple remains an undeniably important religious institution for Singapore’s Nine Emperor
Gods Festival, especially for the older generation of former inhabitants and their descendants. Hence, the
temple’s maintenance of its strong Tai Seng roots is observable. Hong San Temple’s contemporary reach is
equally impressive to that of its past, with followers hailing from all across Singapore, particularly during
the festival. Understanding this compels the recognition that the Nine Emperor Gods Festival should not be
viewed as an isolated religious affair. Rather, it should be regarded as an annual social event facilitating the

reunion and bonding of former Tai Seng kampong inhabitants.

Today, Hong San Temple has followers from all over Singapore. However, its Tai Seng roots
remain very strong, and the people from Tai Seng village continue to return annually to participate in the Nine
Emperor Gods Festival. It is not just a religious affair. The Nine Emperor Gods Festival can also be regarded
as an annual social event that continues to bring many people formerly from the “Tai Seng” kampong back

together.
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The Sincerity and Devotional Association erected
Archway in the 1980s. Photographs courtesy of
Ronni Pinsler, from the Ronni Pinsler Collection,

National Archives of Singapore.
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>
Food offerings sponsored by various “Incense Societies”.
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Preparation: Spring Cleaning

Before the Nine Emperor Gods Festival, Hong San Temple is typically thoroughly cleansed on the first
of October. Interior and exterior fagades aside, the cleansing extends to the cooking equipment and utensils. This
cleansing serves to notify participants who are directly involved in the festival—the censer-masters, “Bosses” or
Towkays, and some members of the different temple committees and societies, including the Association of the
Old Vegetarian Friends—of the start of the zhai regime. Other individuals merely participating as devotees or

normal temple members instead begin the vegetarian diet three days before the Inviting Ceremony.



HEf%: KEBR  SME Rl

HEss: KHR

<
Spring cleaning within the temple.

PN E[S

RIIE 0 THBREBTER TR, WikES 5L OERALE. PE. EX
7, ULRos THES MG N ITIRU R A 55— J7 T, HAt (5 0 o 9L T8 T K 1T B 17
PUEMIIN FFA7E 8, BN NS K AT S RIF G . SHEAEME i F 0 R EREAT
FHEEEAR 8B R R BeA S e
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Discussions on Hong San Temple cannot be extricated from insights regarding the various “Incense

Societies” or associations connected to the temple. Crucial are members from these associations as they contribute

finances, manpower and connections for decorations, parades and cultural performances necessary for successful

and grand Nine Emperor Gods Festival celebrations. A nod to their unique histories and responsibilities of

interests are the eight remaining associations that are still active as of 2022, including:

>
Preparations of the main entrance of Hong San

Temple for receiving new lanterns for the upcoming
year. All but the red banner representing the Jade

Emperor will be swapped to yellow.
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Among the first associations to be founded, the Association of Old Vegetarian Friends was founded
after the Japanese Occupation of Singapore (1942—1945). Responsibilities held by members of
this society include procuring vegetarian food items and offerings for the festival and assisting in
conducting key rituals during the festival as ritual specialists. The latter includes the coastal receiving
and sending-off ceremonies, daily scheduled raising and lowering of the Nine Lamps, and the
maintenance of the Inner Chamber alongside the censer-masters.

Founded in 1952, the Incense Pavilion Society is tasked to bear the two palanquins of the Nine
Emperor Gods during the festival.

Deriving its name from the five sponsored silver turtles offered at the altar of the Nine Emperor
Gods after the Second World War, the Silver Turtles Society emerged after a devotee successfully
invited one of the said turtles back. Considering the origins of the society, what followed was the
privileging of only the members of this society to seek the Nine Emperor Gods’ permission to
invite one of the turtles back home. By 1961, tasks allocated to this society expanded to organising
dragon dances, decorated floats, and musical bands. More recently, society has also assisted with
celebratory banquets. Originally a devotional association formed by several vegetable traders in the
1950s under the title the “Green Vegetables United Association”, the society’s involvement with
lighting firecrackers before the palanquins of the Nine Emperor Gods gave it its new namesake—the
Large Canon Society. Other duties of this society include preparing decorated floats and organising
performances.

Established in 1964, the Sincerity and Devotional Association has since been responsible for
decorating the temple’s compound and surroundings with fairy lights. Members constructed
archways above the temple during the past Nine Emperor Gods Festivals. Additional assignments
include organising festival performances and parades—opera, lion and dragon dances, and parade
floats.

Created between 1968 and 1969, the Unity Society also oversees the organisation of decorated floats
for the festival parades.

Initiated between 1972 and 1973, the Devoted Friends Association coordinates performances and
provides musical accompaniments for the sending-off ceremony. Moreover, they have a hand in
arranging processions, coloured floats and banquets.

The most recently established association, the Ritual Ship Association, had its roots in 2018. The

association directs procurements and rituals relating to the Ritual Ship.
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Two palanquins for the Nine Emperor Gods incense

censer and image.
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Chapter 4 Hong San Temple Receiving the Nine Emperor Gods | Raising of the Heavenly Lamps

>
Daoist priest-led ritual for raising the Nine Lamps

with the Towkays, censer-master and Old Vegetarian

Friends.
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>
Preparations of the palanquins for receiving the Nine

Emperor Gods at East Coast Park by yellow-and-
white-cladded palanquin bearers from the Incense

Pavilion Association.
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Receiving the Nine Emperor Gods

Unique to Hong San Temple is its comparatively earlier commencement of the Nine Emperor
Gods Festival annually as opposed to other Nine Emperor Gods temples in Singapore. The determinant of this
commencement date lies in the invitation date results derived from the tossing of divination blocks a year prior
by the then-contemporary Hong San Temple’s ritual specialists or censer-masters. The tossing of the divinations

allows the Nine Emperor Gods to select from a couple of dates.

In 2017, the receiving ceremony was performed on the 13" of October 2017 (the 24™ day of the
eighth lunar month). Despite the receiving ceremony taking place only at night, the busyness of preparatory work
engulfing the censer-masters during the day was visible. These included one of the most important rituals of the

Nine Emperor Gods Festival—raising the Nine Lamps to signal the official start of the said festival.

Raising of the Heavenly Lamps
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<
Scheduled daily refilling of the lowered Nine

Lamps by the same three personnel—one of the Old
Vegetarian Friends, the main and deputy censer-

master.
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Chapter 4 Hong San Temple Receiving the Nine Emperor Gods

>
The installation of banners and flags at the beach for

the receiving ceremony in which the yellow banner
is positioned before the red banner in the direction of

the sea.
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>
Invitation of the censer to the beach ritual site where

offerings and incense paper are laid out between
two large yellow candles, and chanting and petitions

would occur.
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Receiving the Nine Emperor Gods
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<
Devotees wait in anticipation of the Nine Emperor

Gods’ arrival.
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<
Several members from the Old Vegetarian Friends

Association are assisting the main censer-master in
carrying the large yellow censer filled with incense

sticks into the sea to receive the Nine Emperor Gods.
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Chapter 4 Hong San Temple

Receiving the Nine Emperor Gods

A solemn affair, the invitation ceremony mainly involves the more important direct festival
contributors—the Daoist priest, the main and assistant censer-masters, and several members of the Old Vegetarian
Friends, requesting the Nine Emperor Gods to head out from within the Inner Chamber of the temple. Other
participants, such as the palanquin bearers and their palanquins, temple volunteers and devotees await outside
the Inner Chamber in the main hall whilst kneeling with incense. This ritual is maintained until the notification

by temple elders regarding the completion of the prayers within the Inner Chamber.

Case in point, worshippers are first alerted to the impending transition during the collection of the
held incense sticks by a temple elder who would have been in the Inner Chamber prior. The ensuing process
entails offering the collected incense in the chamber while the devotees remain in the main hall. That said,
devotees are further informed of the culmination of the rituals during the exiting of other temple elders during

the ongoing offering of collected incense sticks from the Inner Chamber.

The signal is when a temple elder came out to collect incense sticks from the worshippers outside. He
then returned to the Inner Chamber to offer the incense sticks to the deities. As this was happening, other temple

elders would leave the Inner Chamber.
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The censer-master and Old Vegetarian Friends enter

the temple on foot.
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Chapter 4 Hong San Temple The Consecration of the Bridge of Blessing

>
Devotees willingly traverse the Bridge of Blessing

for prosperity and blessings—once across, a stamp
from the Nine Emperor God’s seal on their backs

will be issued for further blessings.
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The Consecration of the Bridge of Blessing

Prevalent during the first hours of the first day of the ninth lunar month (i.e. at roughly 11 P.M. on the 30" day
of the eighth lunar month) annually is the consecration of the Bridge of Blessing and Prosperity by the Daoist
priest. This ensures that traversing devotees can attain prosperity and blessings. They will receive a stamp of the
Nine Emperor Gods seal on their backs after crossing the bridge. The Bridge Official Deity (Gio Gua) oversees
the bridge during the festival.

That said, deviations from normal routine practices are not uncommon. For instance, the 2017
consecration of the bridge was performed earlier than 11pm as the Hong San committee members were scheduled
to embark on a trip to Ampang Nan Tian Gong Temple to retrieve incense ashes. Initiating the consecration
was the Daoist priest’s consecrated the bridge by summoning celestial generals and soldiers to protect the site.
Following this, the committee members were allowed to cross the bridge and and having the temple’s seal

stamped before their Ampang trip.
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Consecrating the Bridge of Blessing
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Chapter 4 Hong San Temple Trip to Nantiangong Temple, Ampang, Kuala Lumpur

>
Barefooted expedition to Ampang, where the visiting

Hong San Temple committee members are welcomed
by Nan Tian Gong Temple committee members

outside their temple.
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Trip to Nan Tian Gong Temple, Ampang, Kuala
Lumpur

Hong San Temple schedules a trip to Nan Tian Gong Temple in Ampang, Malaysia, to invite incense

ashes once every three years when the lunar calendar experiences a leap month.
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<
Conduction of prayer by Mr Siow How Mong, an

elder from Hong San Temple, for the Hong San
Temple entourage in the main prayer hall of Nan

Tian Gong Temple.
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|
The final agenda in the itinerary of Hong San Temple

members’ visit to Nan Tian Gong includes partaking
in a prepared vegetarian feast before the former’s

return to Singapore.
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270 Chapter 4 Hong San Temple The Ban Xian Ceremony of the Devoted Friends Association

A
A representative of the Devoted Friends Association

received the patron deity of actors before its
arrangement on the offering table in front of the Nine

Emperor Gods.
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The Ban Xian Ceremony of the Devoted Friends
Association

Prevalent during the annual Nine Emperor Gods Festival is the daily noon scheduled “Performance
of the Immortals” or Ban Xian in appreciation of the day’s sponsor of the opera performances. Each noon
performance is sponsored by one of the associations linked to Hong San Temple. This section will focus on the

performance of the Ban Xian Ceremony sponsored by the Devoted Friends Association.
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A
Payment of respects to the Nine Emperor Gods, the

Jade Emperor, the Nine Lamps and other deities and
altars by the Devoted Friends Association and opera

performers in Hong San Temple.
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272 Chapter 4 Hong San Temple Temple Visits

>
Cross-temple visits to Hong San Temple by Jia Zhui

Kang Dou Mu Gong, Kim San Tze, Long Nan Dian,
and Xuan Wu Shan Han Lin Yuan Qing Nang Lao Yu
Luo Chun.
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Temple Visits

Cross-temple visits are a norm during the Nine Emperor Gods Festival. Typically, these visits involve
the exchange of incense, gifts and greetings between the host and visiting temples. Hong San Temple, likewise,

entertains visits from other temples during this period annually.
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A
Visit to Long Nan Dian and Jia Zhui Kang Dou Mu

Gong.
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274 Chapter 4 Hong San Temple Chanting Session by Koo Chye Ba Sheng Hong Temple San Qing Gong | Decorating the Ritual Ship

A
Included in the cross-temple visits is the involvement

of Hong San Temple’s main censer-master in parts
of the rituals of the host temple for the receiving of

blessings on behalf of his temple.
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>
Decorating the Ritual Ship.

ST AR A

Chanting Session by Koo Chye Ba Sheng Hong
Temple San Qing Gong

An annual practice during the festival is the arrangement for Daoist priests-led blessings at Hong San

Temple by the Daoist Federation.

Decorating the Ritual Ship

Noteworthy is the practice of the adornment of the Ritual Ship with stickers and lights not only for

religious purposes but also for aesthetical enhancements.
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276 Chapter 4 Hong San Temple Nine Emperor Gods’ Birthday

>
Conduction of a chanting session in the wee hours of

the sixth day of the ninth lunar month by the Daoist
priest in commemoration of the Nine Emperor Gods’

birthday.

TERFILAVIAHE R, ERALSILEFIER
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Nine Emperor Gods’ Birthday

The birthday of the Nine Emperor Gods on the sixth day of the ninth lunar month is a much-
celebrated annual affair at Hong San Temple. The commissioning of an eggless birthday cake for the Nine
Emperor Gods epitomises the extent of the commemoration. The reason for the deliberate customisation of the
cake is the adherence to the festival’s vegetarian requirements. Given the approval for consumption, slices of

cakes and longevity buns are usually distributed to the participating devotees after the necessary ritual prayers.
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<
Spread of food and incense paper offerings by the

Kitchen Committee to sponsor the “Performance of
the Immortals” on the sixth day of the ninth lunar

month.
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|
Distribution of the vegetarian birthday cake to

devotees.
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278 Chapter 4 Hong San Temple Closing of the Bridge of Blessing and Prosperity | Ninth Day of the Ninth Lunar Month

>
The Bridge of Blessing and Prosperity is dismantled

on the eighth day of the ninth lunar month after
undergoing a sealing ritual by a Daoist priest and kept

in storage till the next festival.
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>
Preparations of glutinous rice balls are to be offered to

the Nine Emperor Gods and other deities by a selected
Lady of Good Fortune. Criteria for this section include
(1) a living spouse, (2) both sons and daughters, (3)
never lost a child, and (4) grandchildren from both

sons and daughters.
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Closing of the Bridge of Blessing

Ninth Day of the Ninth Lunar Month

The ninth day of the ninth lunar month is a significant occasion for all Nine Emperor Gods temples,

including Hong San Temple. After all, it marks the day for sending-off the Nine Emperor Gods.
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<
Attachments of lettuces or “She Cai” in Fujianese (a

homophone for “becoming wealthy”) on the Ritual
Ship in the afternoon of the ninth day of the ninth

lunar month ahead of the sending-off ceremony.
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Chapter 4 Hong San Temple Ninth Day of the Ninth Lunar Month

>
Ban Xian on the ninth day of the ninth lunar month.

FLAFILEAL

As part of the Ban Xian performance on the ninth day, opera troupe performers pay their respects to

the deities alongside the chief executive and ritual specialists from the Hong San Temple committee.
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282 Chapter 4 Hong San Temple Sending off the Nine Emperor Gods

>
Presentation of final respects to the Nine Emperor

Gods by the leaders of Hong San Temple before the
sending off.

WIEILBRAG LA, RLE BB 5 6050 L2
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>
The main censer master carries a incense censer, while

the palanquins follow after him

EPEHRERFENKE, FEH R GE XS
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Sending off the Nine Emperor Gods

Hong San Temple pulls out all the stops for the sending-off ceremony, as with other temples. At
dusk, highly decorated floats are routed to drive past the temple in a procession. The procession’s lion dance,
dragon dance and acrobatics performers usually pay their respects to the deities at the temple’s main entrance
before the Nine Lamps. On the whole, the success of the sending-off ceremony is determined by the complete
efforts rendered by participants, including temple committee members and members of the different associations

affiliated with the temple, who partially account for the assembled mass.

Before inviting the image and the censer representing the Nine Emperor Gods into their respective
palanquins, rituals are usually performed in the Inner Chamber by the Daoist priest, censer-masters and Old
Vegetarian Friends members. After the ritual’s conclusion and settling of the Nine Emperor Gods in the
palanquins is the exit of the said individuals from the Inner Chamber led by the Daoist priest. Worth noting at this

juncture is the fact that the main censer master emerges carrying a smaller incense censer and other ritual objects.
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<
Preparing the palanquins for sending off the Nine

Emperor Gods..
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<
The departure of the Nine Emperor Gods palanquins

from Hong San Temple to East Coast Park.
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Chapter 4 Hong San Temple Sending off the Nine Emperor Gods

>
Carrying the Ritual Ship to the lorry for transportation

to East Coast Park.

Witk e BRI B I L, WRE AR

>
Devotees at East Coast beach waiting to send off the

Nine Emperor Gods..
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The Nine Emperor Gods palanquins at the beach.
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<
Preparations for the tugging of the Ritual Ship out

to sea.
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Chapter 4 Hong San Temple Sending off the Nine Emperor Gods

>
Sending off the Nine Emperor Gods.

AR LB KA 1 28

>
The censer-master carries the large yellow censer and

walks into the sea with selected representatives from

the Old Vegetarian Friends Association.

PEBEFPEERRK (SRR BIRFET,
RN, REIBRT L.

The normative practice is inviting the large yellow censer representing the Nine Emperor Gods to
the ritual area for the coastal sending-off ceremony with the assistance of the members of the Association of the
Old Vegetarian Friends. The ritual takes place whilst participants and devotees kneel around the yellow censer.
Blessings are sought for all present individuals before the collection of the incense sticks for placement within

the censer.

The censer master carries the yellow censer into the sea and sends off the Nine Emperor Gods. At the
same time, the other temple members will burn the Ritual Ship. The devotees and participants in the sending-off
ceremony then say their prayers, and burn their yellow girdle (part of the festival’s attire) with incense paper. It
marks the end of the sending-off ceremony. The sending-off contingent heads back to Hong San Temple by the

chartered buses and lorries.
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Burning the Ritual Ship.
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288 Chapter 4 Hong San Temple Sending off the Nine Emperor Gods

>
The temple after the sending-off of the Nine Emperor

Gods.

WL EE W2 R

Back at Hong San Temple, the yellow lanterns outside the main prayer hall have been switched to red
while the temple party and devotees were sending off the Nine Emperor Gods. The sending-off contingent and
the devotees returned to find the area outside the main prayer hall covered with red lanterns rather than yellow.
Worshippers now end their vegetarian diet, except for the fowkays, censer-master, Old Vegetarian Friends, and

certain temple committee members.
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Chapter 4 Hong San Temple Lowering of the Nine Lamps

Lowering of the Nine Lamps

>
Lowering of the Nine Lamps.

RERAT

The Nine Lamps are generally lowered at around 10 A.M. on the morning of the tenth day of the
ninth lunar month. Indicative in this act is the announcement of the conclusion of the Nine Emperor Gods
Festival. Guided by the Daoist priest, the ritual seeks to inform the heavenly court about the culmination and
offer prayers for blessings over the participants and the temple. With the Nine Lamps lowered, the site would be
removed, and the lamp pole would be dismantled. Completing this final ritual underscores the fulfilment of the

duties of the zowkays and censer-masters and heralds the recommencement of everyday life routines and diets.
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Rewarding spirit soldiers with non-vegetarian

offerings.
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Chapter 4 Hong San Temple

Epilogue

Epilogue

In Hong San Temple, there is a sense of community spirit among the devotees, the associations,
and the temple’s committee members. Such a community-based culture has widened its membership over the
years. Since its establishment, the temple has maintained strong networks with the villagers, devotees, and the
associations, companies, and schools in the village. Furthermore, the members of the committees from the older
generation all came from the same kampong and embody the spirit of togetherness akin to a family. Initially, the
recruitment of committee members was restricted only to those who lived in the Tai Seng region. However, the
rules gradually loosened over time. The temple now gladly welcomes passionate members from different parts of
Singapore and from all walks of life. Not only do they have a strong community spirit within their old kampong
area, but they also welcome new members with open arms and create new communities on the foundations of

the old.

Moving forward, as many temple elders have begun to retire, Hong San Temple continues to recognise
the need to recruit younger members into its committee. They have a Youth Wing dedicated for devotees from
a younger generation. The Youth Wing will also look into the efforts to groom future leaders. Other committees
such as the Silver Turtle committee are also actively recruiting younger members. These efforts are important for
one of the oldest Nine Emperor Gods temples in Singapore to continue playing its important roles in preserving

and passing down the traditions, values, and culture of the Nine Emperor Gods Festival.
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Nine Emperor Gods Festival celebrations at Hougang Tou Mu Kung today.
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Chapter 5 Hougang Tou Mu Kung Introduction

>
Festivities at Hougang Tou Mu Kung, c.1980s.

Photograph courtesy of Ronni Pinsler, from the Ronni

Pinsler Collection, National Archives of Singapore.
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>
Vegetarian noodle preparations in the temple kitchen,

the 1980s. Photograph courtesy of Ronni Pinsler, from
the Ronni Pinsler Collection, National Archives of

Singapore.

1980 AERTEJE W HFEHER EW. A B Ronni
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Introduction

Established in 1921, Hougang Dou Mu Kung is widely recognised as the oldest temple dedicated
to the Nine Emperor Gods in Singapore. The temple served the Fujianese and Chaozhou communities in the
Hougang and Upper Serangoon areas in the past but has since become famous island-wide as one of the key

Singapore temples related to the Nine Emperor Gods Festival.

The temple had humble beginnings as a small shrine owned by Ong Choo Kee. On one of Ong’s
frequent business trips to Malaya, he had obtained the sacred incense from the Hong Kong Street Dou Mu
Gong in Penang—which he installed in the small shrine. Namely, the shrine’s observation of the Nine Emperor
Gods Festival caught the attention of businessman Ong Chwee Tow. Having gained much wealth from regional
pineapple and canning plantations in the wake of the First World War, Ong Chwee Tow was a well-known
sponsor of Chinese temples in Singapore. He then acquired the land at 5 4 milestone at Serangoon Road to
build Hougang Tou Mu Kong. His contributions have since been recorded on a stone stela in the temple. The

inscription reveals that the temple has remained at its current since its construction in 1919.
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)
Devotees in Hougang Tou Mu Kung, 1990.

Photograph from the Singapore Tourism Board

Collection, National Archives of Singapore.
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Chapter 5 Hougang Tou Mu Kung Introduction

>
Temporary hawker set-ups outside of Hougang Tou

Mu Kung, 1980s. Photograph courtesy of Ronni
Pinsler, from the Ronni Pinsler Collection, National

Archives of Singapore.
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>
Yellow candles were used in the temple during the

festival 1980s. Photograph courtesy of Barbara J.
Anello.

1980 4EAX, R 3-BEE HOUE KA TR 3¢
o, B A Barbara J. Anello $23t.

The growth of Hougang Tou Mu Kung was epitomised by the construction of a permanent opera
stage facing the temple’s main entrance within nine years of its establishment in 1928. Although the structure
was demolished after the redevelopment of the adjoining Serangoon Road, that the opera performances hosted by
the temple during the festival had been extremely popular. Given the importance of opera performances to past
festival observations in Hougang, it is perhaps uncoincidental that the patron deity of opera troupes—Marshall
Tiandu—has remained one of the temple’s secondary deities alongside other recognisable divinities, such as The
Master of Clear Water and Bodhisattva Guanyin. Similarly, the temple also weathered the Japanese Occupation
of Singapore during the Second World War, during which the continuation of the annual festival provided much

spiritual solace for its devotees.

The Nine Emperor Gods Festival is the main event in the temple’s calendar. Preparations begin in
the eighth lunar month before the festival. These include the cleaning of the palanquins for the transportation
of the Nine Emperor Gods and their accompanying deities and the organisation of palanquin bearers from
the organisation’s devotee bases into four teams. The temple is also decked in yellowfor the occasion. Red

lanterns and ang cai (red banners) typically in red are changed to yellow ones.
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The permanent opera stage (now demolished)

Photograph courtesy of Ronni Pinsler, from the
Ronni Pinsler Collection, National Archives of

Singapore.
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300 Chapter 5 Hougang Tou Mu Kung Preparations

Preparations

>
Maintaining the palanquins by temple members

includes cleaning and locating, and fixing chipped

portions.
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>
The sedan chairs of Hougang Tou Mu Kung weigh

400 kilograms each. Their considerable weight stems
from the elaborate wooden dragon carvings and gold
ornamentation. The temple members ensure that the

lights on the chairs are ready for the festival.
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>
At about noon, a ceremony is performed to raise a

bamboo pole reinforced by a metal one, which forms
the structure for the Nine Emperor Gods” Heavenly

Lamps.
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<
Red banners and lanterns in Hougang Tou Mu Kung

are are replaced by yellow ones during the Nine

Emperor Festival.
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<
The paper Dragon Ship has become an important

feature of the festival. Devotees can write and paste
their names and wishes on the ship during the festival
for good fortune and blessings. The Dragon Ship is
burnt in the evening of the ninth day to signify the
bringing away of ill fortune, as part of the ceremony

to send off the Nine Emperor Gods.

ma, M LUSCA LR TR B G, EBE
RE A5 44 b7 B 00k 4% 00 S5 AR SR W A B
Lo BATERTLAMIIL. HRAGELR KR
[ ZE IR A EG , LIGAEEBEIE -



302 Chapter 5 Hougang Tou Mu Kung Receiving the Nine Emperor Gods

Receiving the Nine Emperor Gods

Hougang Tou Mu Kung’s celebrations of the Nine Emperor Gods Festival begin with the receiving of
the Nine Emperor Gods by the sea. For this purpose, the temple contingent will proceed to Pulau Punggol Timor
with four palanquins bearing the images of the Qing Shui Zu Shi and Tian Du Yuan Shuai, a tablet of the Nine

Emperor Gods and an incense censer of the Nine Emperor Gods, respectively.

>
A typical start to the festival observes the vanguards

of the Nine Emperor Gods, Qing Shui Zhu Shi and
Tian Du Yuan Shuai, being escorted to the coast to

welcome the Nine Emperor Gods into the temple.

JU B A Bh S e 1 KA AR FE R e O 4 ik B
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The Qing Shui Zu Shi and the Tian Du Yuan Shuai are the vanguards of the Nine Emperor Gods.
As such, they escort the deities to and fro the coast. While the Qing Shui Zu Shi and Tian Du Yuan Shuai are
invited to the altar for the receiving ceremony, while the Nine Emperor Gods tablet and censer remain in the

palanquins, covered and concealed from public view.

The tasks of bearing the palanquins fall on male temple helpers who belong to the temple’s circle
of devotees. Given the sacredness of the ritual, individuals who do not hail from Hougang Tou Mu Kung are
not allowed to participate. Additionally, for the same reason, palanquin bearers must adhere to the festival’s
mandatory vegetarian diet. These male carriers are split into four alphabetical teams—A, B, C, and D. Each
team comprising 10 to 15 males is allocated to one palanquin and tasked to take turns carrying the said
palanquin at scheduled intervals. Specifically, the invitation ceremony begins with these palanquin bearers
and their palanquins gathering in the open space in front of Hougang Tou Mu Kung for ritual preparations

before the departure for Pulau Punggol Timor.
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Waiting for the deities to be invited into the

palanquins.
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<
Group photo prior to the team’s procession to the

coast for the receiving ritual. Temple members aside,
devotees, likewise, dress according to the depicted
all white attire with white headscarves during the

invitation ceremony of the Nine Emperor Gods.
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Chapter 5 Hougang Tou Mu Kung Receiving the Nine Emperor Gods

>
The 2016 ceremony included a procession of

elaborately decorated floats accompanying the

devotees to the pier for the receiving ceremony.
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>
1990 receiving of the Nine Emperor Gods by Hougang

Tou Mu Kung. Photograph from the Singapore
Tourism Board Collection, National Archives of

Singapore.
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>
Temple Chairman Mr Tan Thiam Lye, Minister K.

Shanmugam and the temple committee participating

in the invitation and receiving ritual.
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|
Reaching at approximately 8.55 pm. in 2016, temple

members were seen carrying the palanquins to the
makeshift altar on the stage, where the images of
Tian Du Yuan Shuai and Qing Shui Zu Shi were

invited from the palanquins and to the said altar.

TES RSSO Fad . HrIIRE IR Ig . KA
PR b B PR A o i TN TR R T
UAN KA FiEEI 7SR & _ERIIE Lo

<
Receiving the Nine Emperor Gods by Hougang Tou

Mu Kung in the present.
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306 Chapter 5 Hougang Tou Mu Kung Receiving the Nine Emperor Gods

>
Censer of the Nine Emperor Gods

g

>
Inviting the Nine Emperor Gods censer into the

palanquinn.

TR IL R R BN 225

Esteemed guests, including Minister K. Shanmugam, attended the 2016 festival. Following the initial
ritual led by the head priest, Master Lin Zai Tian, temple chairman, Mr Tan Thiam Lye, Minister K. Shanmugam,
and other temple committee members proceeded up the stage whilst holding three incense sticks respectively to
follow the head priest’s lead. With a slight bow towards the altar, Master Lin sprinkled water with pomelo leaves
and broke into a series of chants whilst ringing his bell. The ongoing process was punctuated by instructions for

attending members to bow and kneel at certain intervals.

Afterwards, tea was poured into teacups displayed before the altar by temple helpers, and a pot of
sandalwood was set alight after that. Apart from verbal instructions, the overall ritual was also guided by the
sounding of a gong—to signal a solemn turn in the ritual’s sequence. At this juncture, a pile of joss papers placed

beyond a fence was set ablaze.
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<
The Nine Emperor Gods censer filled with

smouldering sandalwood.
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<
The swaying palanquins signified the presence of the

deities swaying as they returned to the temple.
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Chapter 5 Hougang Tou Mu Kung Receiving the Nine Emperor Gods

>
1990 celebration of the Nine Emperor Gods Festival

at Hougang Tou Mu Kung. Photographs from the
Singapore Tourism Board Collection, National

Archives of Singapore.
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|
During the return trip to Hougang Tou Mu Kung,

synchronised movements were observed across the

palanquin bearers.
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<
Prompt ushering of the censer of the Nine Emperor
Gods to the second floor of the temple for secure

placement in the Inner Chamber upon the palanquins

return.
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>
Following the storing of the incense vessel and tablet

in Hougang Tou Mu Kung’s Inner Chamber was the
official commencement of the 2016 Nine Emperor
Gods Festival with the hoisting of the triangular

formation of the Nine Lamps onto the bamboo pole.

BH T S UHATIMEARIB TS . & PRl R
RN B, Jusil kT L= ATEHES] . TR 2
BEALBAT R b XIURIMAT B R R bR S R )
BEEHILE THKIERIFR.

>
The head priest’s consecration of the Bridge of

Peace and Safety was the last ritual conducted on the

festival’s first day, 2016.
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Receiving the Nine Emperor Gods

Like other temples that observe the Nine Emperor Gods Festival, Hougang Tou Mu Kung has
established a special room to enshrine the sacred censer of the Nine Emperor Gods. What sets Hougang Tou
Mu Kung apart is that the room is on the second story of the temple’s premises. This pavilion was constructed
to correspond with the eight trigrams. Only selected male temple committee members are allowed to enter this
room, and devotees and other temple helpers are restricted to paying their respects in the main hall on the first

floor.

Following the invitation of the incense censer and the Nine Emperor Gods in the temple was the
critical ritual the lighting and raising of the Nine Lamps in the temple’s courtyard to signify the commencement
of the festival. Due to their sacredness, the daily afternoon refilling of the lamps at 3 pm was—and continues to
be today—the sole responsibility of the temple’s leadership. Besides providing a point of reference for devotees
to recognise the temple from afar, the Nine Lamps at Hougang Tou Mu Kung are also related to the worship of
the Northern and Southern Dipper Sovereigns—who are charged with the destinies of humankind. The structure
of the lamp generally comprises two bamboo saplings—the longer sapling serving as the shaft of the lamppost
and the shorter bamboo stalk becoming its mast. The latter is usually aligned to the cardinal north and south
throughout the entire occasion to take into account the life-prolonging and longevity-conferring powers of the

Nine Emperor Gods.

Master Lin conducted the last ritual for the day to bless and consecrate the Bridge of Peace and Safety.

Devotees seeking peace could cross the bridge from this time onward until the end of the festival.
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312 Chapter 5 Hougang Tou Mu Kung Yew Keng Procession

>
Representatives from Hougang Tou Mu Kung visiting

Leng San Giam Dou Mu Gong to pay respects to the

Nine Emperor Gods.
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Yew Keng Procession

Hougang Tou Mu Kung’s yearly visiting and touring schedules concentrate on the northeastern areas
of Singapore to illuminate its connections and good relations with these temples. For instance, temples visited
in 2016 and 2017 included Kim San Tze, Nan Shan Hai Miao, Yu Hai Tang, Jia Zhui Kang Dou Mu Gong, Leng
San Giam Dou Mu Gong, Long Nan Dian, Choa Chu Kang Tao Bu Keng, Charn Mao Hern Kew Huang Keng,
Zhun Ti Tang and Hong San Temple . In these years, only two palanquins which carried the Nine Emperor Gods
incense censer and tablet, respectively were involved. Leaving the temple at 1 pm., Hougang Tou Mu Kung’s yew

keng only culminated around 11:30 pm.

The yew keng to the other temples proceeded according to set protocols with a standardised schedule
and flow. Hougang Tou Mu Kung engaged chartered buses to the eight participating temples to facilitate greater
accessibility for devotees and the public. In general, protocols mandate that participants don white attires bearing
an emblem of the temple. The underlying reason, thus, is the physical manifestation of a cohesive identity of the
temple and its devotees and participants vis-a-vis the temples to be visited. In turn, it assists in gathering involved

members for transportation purposes.
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The Hougang Tou Mu Kung ceremonial party paid

respects at the altar of the Nine Emperor Gods at

Leong Nam Temple.
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<
The Eight General Troupe participating in the

Hougang Tou Mu Kung tour and procession, and
performing at Charn Mow Hern Kew Huang Keng.

These troupes are a Taiwanese tradition.
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>
Hougang Tou Mu Kung representatives paying

respects at Kew Huang Keng.

JEHESHRFE LR B S

>
Return of the Nine Emperor Gods to Hougang Tou Mu

Kung after the visits.

FLEKHEE
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A
Group photo commemorating Hougang Tou Mu

Kung visit to Hong San Temple
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316 Chapter 5 Hougang Tou Mu Kung Inviting Water

>
Altar of the Jade Emperor on the sixth day of the ninth

lunar month.
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Inviting Water

The sixth day of the Nine Emperor Gods Festival entails Hougang Tou Mu Kung’s holding of a
ceremony known as “Inviting Water”. Beginning early in the morning at 5 A. M. and lasting till the afternoon,
participation in this sacred ceremony—particularly the early morning rituals—is restricted to the temple’s main

committee members.

“Inviting Water” is a large-scale ceremony involving two ritual stages—A ritual to invite water from
a well on the temple’s premises and a ritual to “invite water” at Punggol pier. Of particular significance was the
observed layout of the ceremony. Situated in the temple’s formerly spacious entrance was a large central altar to
the Jade Emperor surrounded by rows of tables with packaged offerings. There was an embellished paper palace
as a tribute on the Jade Emperor’s altar, a pair of sugar canes beside the paper palace to symbolise gratitude,
and joss paper and food offerings, such as oranges, apples, bananas, and prosperity cake. The temple’s devotees
purchased the offerings on the surrounding tables for $80 each to gain blessings and offer their gratitude to the

Nine Emperor Gods.

The rituals on the sixth day began 5.30am in the morning. Master Lin conducts the first set of rituals
at the altar of the Nine Emperor Gods, with gong accompaniment provided by other Daoist priests. He instructed
the participating committee members to kneel and bow to pay respects at certain intervals. Shortly after, they
returned to the temple’s main hall to complete the first set of rituals. A short break was announced for the

participating members to rest and prepare the second set of rituals.

The second ritual set, which involves the inviting of water, is conducted at 7.20 am. It involved
all five Daoist priests playing their instruments and sounding their horns regularly. Master Lin would instruct
the committee members when to kneel and bow. The chanting continued as the pail was lowered into the well
for inviting the water. The water thus invited was poured into two small red bowls with pomelo leaves and a

porcelain vessel.
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Daoist priests lead a ritual on the sixth day of the

ninth lunar month.
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>
Ritual performances by Daoist priests by a well in the

temple compound.
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>
Arrival of the palanquins at the beach.

HrEkiEs.

After the conclusion of the chanting, the contingent made its way to the temple’s main hall with two
members, who were holding the porcelain vessel and a tray holding the two red bowls of water with pomelo
leaves respectively, leading the procession. Following the offering of the porcelain vessel to the altar of Dou Mu
and the Nine Emperor Gods Master Lin, the main Daoist priest, continued to chant prayers. He used the pomelo

leaves to flick the consecrated water around the premises and rang his bell intermittently while walking around.

Then begins the third segment of the ceremony—the inviting of water with the porcelain vessel at
Punggol pier. At about 9am, the contingent, which included palanquins to carry the presiding deities, departed

for the pier.

At the palanquins the deity images were invited onto the altar. In addition, the porcelain vessel
containing the well water was also displayed on the altar. The porcelain vessel with the water invited from the well
was also placed on the altar. This was followed by the participating committee members and sponsors offering
incense and paying respects at the altar. They would also kneel on the yellow cushions and bow when instructed
by Master Lin. The highlight of the ritual was no doubt the inviting of the seawater at an auspicious time with
a yellow pail at the pier. The water in the pail was then transferred into the porcelain vessel the porcelain vessel
was held above the head and brought back to the altar by the representative. Upon the ceremony’s conclusion,

the contingent returned to the temple.
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Inviting water from a well in the temple.
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The arrival of Hougang Tou Mu Kung representatives

and members at the beach.
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>
Procession of palanquins being guided to the coastal

ritual site.

Hrpen S 2 ES .

>
Successful completion of the Invitation of Water

ceremony.

TEARAL R 58 1o

Back at the temple grounds, three representatives holding the images of Qing Shui Zu Shi and Tian
Du Yuan Shuai and the porcelain vessel were welcomed by lion dance performances whilst entering the temple.
They were closely followed by the vigorously rocking palanquins—which only halted upon reaching the front of
the temple’s main hall. Selected committee members then transferred the incense censer from the palanquin to

the Inner Chamber under the cover of a large yellow cloth.
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|
Coastal Invitation of Water ceremony.
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>
Post-Invitation of Water ceremony return procession

to Hougang Tou Mu Kung.
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The next ritual segment was to begin at about 11.30am, with the blessings of the devotees’ offering
packages by the Daoists priests in the main courtyard of the temple. Following customs, the five priests circled
each table to give blessings to the offerings, which had the names of the devotees written on them. Following
custom the five priest circled each table. The first priests had the added responsibilities of ringing the bell,
blessing each offering with water sprinkled with pomelo leaves, and the second priest inking a red stamp on
each rice bowl. The rest of the priests sounded their instruments in accompaniment to the chanting. Generally,
devotees are allowed to bring the food offerings home, including the offered rice, after the ritual, for blessing

and good fortune.

>
Food offertory blessings by Daoist priests.
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Evident is the comprehensiveness of the Nine Emperor Gods Festival rituals as rituals continued
beyond the main altar—the altar located at the back of the temple and that of the opera performers. The

ceremony’s completion was signalled by a final bow by priests and temple members in unison at the main altar.
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324 Chapter 5 Hougang Tou Mu Kung Inviting the Jade Emperor (Eighth Day of the Ninth Lunar Month)

>
Daoist priest conducting a ritual at an altar table for

the Jade Emperor in front of the main altar at Hougang

Tou Mu Kung.
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Inviting the Jade Emperor (Eighth Day of the
Ninth Lunar Month)
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A
Evening preparations by members, including altar

establishment and ritual materials, for the sending-off

ceremony upon arriving at the pier.
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Sending-off Ceremony

The ninth day of the Nine Emperor Gods Festival marks the end of the celebration. The sending-off
ceremony began at 7pm at Pulau Punggol Timor. The temple even chartered buses to facilitate the participation
of devotees. The preparations for the sending-off ceremony included the loading of the Nine Emperor Gods’ altar
stand, boxes of prosperity cakes and joss paper, and boxes of safety vests into the awaiting lorry for transportation

to the venue at least an earlier than the main contingent to secure ample preparation time.
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A
Adorned with papers containing devotees’ names,

the paper Dragon Ship was transported to Pulau
Punggol Timor for the sending-off ceremony in the

evening.
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Chapter 5 Hougang Tou Mu Kung Sending Off Ceremony

>
Inviting the Nine Emperor Gods censer into an

awaiting palanquin

REFENERFF TP PAER

>
The Nine Emperor Gods’ spirit tablet is hidden under

a canopy of yellow cloth.
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<
The Dragon Ship at Punggol coast.
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The sending-off ceremony was graced by several Guests of Honour at 9 pm, including Dr Mohamad
Maliki Osman (East Coast GRC and Senior Minister of States, Ministry of Defence, Ministry of Foreign
Affairs, and Mayor of South East CDC), Mr Darryl David (Ang Mo Kio GRC) and Chua Eng Leong (Aljunied
GRC representative). The celebration commenced energetically, with devotees and esteemed guests treated to
entertaining performances and parades.
>
Malay and Indian musical performances at the

sending-off ceremony.

TSR0 E B AR P A B 2% 0 S

Though the Nine Emperor Gods Festival is Chinese, the 2016 sending-off ceremony was far from
monoethnic and monocultural. The entertainment even encompassed Malay and Indian percussions from
Jamiyah Singapore Kompang Group and Luoyang Tua Pek Kong Temple’s Indian traditional percussion group,
respectively. Traditional instruments aside, the entertainers were also decked in their traditional costumes—
rebana (for the Malays) and Nadaswaram (for the Indians). This truly epitomised the multicultural nature of

Singapore.

The final Guest of Honour, Deputy Prime Minister, Mr Teo Chee Hean, arrived with the temple
chairman, Mr Tan Tiam Lye and a group of temple members midway through the performances. This was not Mr

Teo’s first time at the event, as he had graced the ceremony in 2015.
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332 Chapter 5 Hougang Tou Mu Kung Sending Off Ceremony

>
Arrival of Daoist priest and main sending-off

contingent.
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>
Devotees and volunteers at the sending-off ceremony.

Hir G UABFE LT,



WEILRMZE  ER%E FEEE [

|
Palanquins arriving at the sending-off ceremony.
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>
Mr. Tan Thiam Lye escortig the Nine Emperor Gods’

censer to the altar.

PR SEERILRE S BiL.

>
Concluding rites conducted by Master Lin during the

sending-off ceremony.
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The arrival of the sending-off entourage from Hougang Tou Mu Kung with the palanquins of the
Nine Emperor Gods and the accompanying deities brought a buzz of excitement. Instructions were given to
awaiting devotees who had purchased incense sticks to light them using candles situated at various points at the
site. Additionally, this marked the point at which the temporary barricades could be lifted so devotees could join

the procession towards the altar whilst the four palanquins followed behind.

The mood heightened further as the procession approached the altar and the palanquins made
several charges to and from, as a form of paying respects at the altar. Other surrounding barricades were lifted
for individuals to pay their final respects to the Nine Emperor Gods. Temple members also began handing out

incense sticks around during this stage to the surrounding devotees who needed them.

After the palanquins have come to a standstill, the deities were invited to the altar by two
committee members. The chairman, Mr Tan Thiam Lye, was entrusted with the task of inviting the burning
sandalwood censer from the palanquin to the altar. Another committee member invited managed the Nine

Emperor Gods tablet, adorned with a garland of flowers to the same altar.
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<
Minister Teo Chee Hean graced the sending-off

ceremony of the Nine Emperor Gods held by
Hougang Tou Mu Kung.
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Daoist priest officiating at sending-off ceremony.

ERAEILZAGE




336 Chapter 5 Hougang Tou Mu Kung

>
Sending off the Nine Emperor Gods’ censer.
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Sending Off Ceremony

After the guest of honour and committee members, as well as other members of the temple,
had gathered on the stage, the sending-off rituals began with the chanting of the Daoist priests then began
the ritual chanting to the accompaniment of ritual music. The leading priest, Master Lin led the chanting
while blowing the horn at various intervals, the two priests around him played small cymbals and gongs
at various intervals. The priests led everybody in bowing before the altar, while Master Lin began ringing
the ritual. Master Lin then knelt on the cushion and started a rhythmic striking of the wooden block to the
accompaniment of the ritual bell by the other priest. He would signal to the committee members to bow and

the devotees would follow suit.

After a series of bows by the congregation, Master Lin signalled for everyone to stand up, as the
chanting stopped. The priests continued to play the ritual instruments in the background. In the distance, the
Dragon Ship was being pulled out into the water by temple members in lifevests, to be set alight. Temple
members started collecting the incense sticks held by the devotees, along with white head scarves and yellow
wrist bands which were placed on the circular pile of joss paper created earlier, to be burnt to mark the end of
the festival. As the rhythm of the ritual music quickened, the dragon boat was already burning in the distance,
representing the eradication of ill fortune. The master of ceremony for the event led the crowd in shouting

“huat ah” three times.
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<
Towing of the paper Dragon Ship from the shore to

be burnt.
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338 Chapter 5 Hougang Tou Mu Kung Sending Off Ceremony

>
Burning of joss paper, white headcloth, yellow

wirristbands and belts and incense.
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At the same time, Mr. Tan Thiam Lye, the chairman, with several temple members had invited Nine

Emperor Gods censer onto a boat. After venturing a distance from the shore, the censer was sent off into the
water, signifying the sending off the Nine Emperor Gods. On shore, some devotees were on their knees praying

devoutly as the censer was being sent off.

Committee members and volunteers continued cruising in the water to make sure all was fine and to
clear debris. The contingent made their way back to the temple. There, the committee members and devotees

were met with a sea of red that had replaced the yellow. It marked the end of the festival for this year.



RRENEFZE HHE FELEE

A
Hougang Tou Mu Kung’s group photograph with all

the guests of honour at the end of the sending-off

ceremony.
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340 Chapter 5 Hougang Tou Mu Kung Sending Off Ceremony | Conclusion

>
The Nine Lamps before the final lowering on the tenth

day.
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The official conclusion of the festival, nevertheless, occurs only with the lowering of the Nine Lamps
in the temple’s courtyard. On the 10" day of the ninth lunar month, this final ceremony, held at 3pm in 2016, was
scheduled in conjunction with the rewarding and feasting of the spiritual armies deployed for the festival. Meat
is now served as reward for their services during the festival before they were returned to their respective abodes.
Likewise, the meat offerings represent the end of the festival-related vegetarian regime and, thus, the official end
of the Nine Emperor Gods Festival for the temple. Indeed, it signals the resumption of normal life and activities

until the recommencement of the cycle in the following year.

Conclusion

Hougang Tou Mu Kung is widely recognized as the oldest Nine Emperor Gods temple in Singapore.
It has continued to maintain a leading position in the Nine Emperor Gods Festival landscape today, especially
under the management of the Taoist Federation. This synergy between the federation and the most important
Chinese religious festival in Singapore has played an important role in the growing profile of the festival in
Singapore and its growing regional connections, especially with Malaysia. It has also played an important role
in promoting closer ties and connections between the Nine Emperor Gods temples, but also in promoting better
understanding of the Nine Emperor Gods Festival in multi-ethnic Singapore. Hougang Tou Mu Kung shall
continue to be an important stalwart in the preservation of the traditions, culture, and values of the Nine Emperor

Gods Festival into the future.
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Fagade of Jia Zhui Kang Dou Mu Gong Feng Shan Si
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Jia Zhui Kang Dou Mu Gong
Feng Shan Si
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344 Chapter 6 Jia Zhui Kang Kew Ong Yah Hong San See Temple Introduction

>
The facade of the temples in Jia Zhui Kang Village is

undated. Photograph courtesy of Jia Zhui Kang Dou
Mu Gong.
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Introduction

Situated at 561 Yishun Ring Road, Jia Zhui Kang Dou Mu Gong harbours a rich history spanning
over a century. The earliest records of the temple trace back to a village Jingshuigang [Minnan: Jia Zhui Kang],
named after a nearby river. The village, which has since ceased to exist, was located along Old Upper Thomson
Road. Currently, the temple is part of the Chong Pang Combined Temple. The Chong Pang Combined Temple
is a compound shared by several other temples within the Yishun area, namely Hwa Poh Siang Tng, Chin Kong

Religion Fook Poon Tong, and Kwang Tee Temple.
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A
Interior and exterior views of Jia Zhui Kang Dou

Mu Gong, undated (likely late 1980s and 1990s).
Photographs courtesy of Jia Zhui Kang Dou Mu
Gong.
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>
Jia Zhui Kang Dou Mu Gong adorned with yellow

banners and lanterns for the Nine Emperor Gods

Festival.

H EEABERMITE

Fundamentally, Jia Zhui Kang Dou Mu Gong can be deemed a composite temple as it comprises
several temples that used to be located around Jia Zhui Kang village. Though since amalgamated, these constituent
temples worship their patron deities. For instance, Tai Sui Palace worships Tai Sui, an alias, the Guardian God
of the Year. Long Xian Tang worships Bodhisattva Guanyin, the Altar to the Five Generals worships the Five
Camps and their armies, Feng San Si worships Guang Ze Zun Wang and Tua Pek Kong. Worshipping of the
Black Command Flag and Tiger God also occurs on the temple grounds. Additionally, and of interest to this
chapter, is the worship of the Nine Emperor Gods by the constituent temple, Dou Mu Gong, within Jia Zhui

Kang Dou Mu Gong.

The temple celebrates the Nine Emperor Gods Festival during the ninth lunar month per the Lunar
Calendar. The celebration primarily takes place over ten days, from the last day of the eighth lunar month to the
ninth day of the ninth lunar month. The ten days involve a hectic schedule filled with events and activities which

bring together the religious organisation and devotees across Singapore to worship the Nine Emperor Gods.

Preparations

The preparation for the festival begins approximately two weeks before the festival begins on the ninth
lunar month. As the temple team consists primarily of an ageing generation, and faces a shortage of youthful
manpower, the temple usually begins preparations earlier every year. As most of the temple’s manpower
comprises of volunteers, most of the preparations take place in the afternoons and evenings, when the

volunteers are done with their day jobs.
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>
Palanquin preparations for the festival.
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>
Dragon Ship decked in neon lights.

FEUF B I

These tasks include cleansing the temple, putting up the yellow banners and lanterns, assembling

the palanquin, folding bags of joss papers, packing of goodie bags for the less fortunate amongst many more.

One of the annual visual centrepieces of the festival is the Dragon Ship. A local traditional artisan
family creates Jia Zhui Kang Dou Mu Gong’s Dragon Ship—the Lim family, headed by Alvin Lim. The towering
structure requires up to a week to be completed, with assistance from Alvin’s children and apprentices. The
Dragon Ship stands as an iconographic symbol of the festival. It is a highlight for many devotees who contribute
a token sum to obtain stickers to add their names to the sides of the ship in hopes of attaining great fortune and

blessings for themselves and their families.
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Construction of the Dragon Head is in progress by an

elderly artisan for the Dragon Ship.
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>
Raising of the Nine Lamps.

JLEAT T

Receiving the Nine Emperor Gods

After weeks of preparation, the day is filled with excitement, all efforts have culminated in this
eventful day. It was the day to receive the Nine Emperor Gods. A day packed with activities, from the ritualistic
invitation of the Nine Emperor Gods at the beach, the raising of the Nine Lamps, to the festive lion and dragon

dance troupe performance. The nine-day event is about to begin.
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Lion and Dragon dance troupe
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>
Securing of deities to a sedan chair.

LIRS PN ¥ U
As the sun begins to set, the congregation sets off from the temple in Yishun Ring Road towards
Sembawang Beach, where the invitation ritual will take place. The procession includes not only the temple staff,
but also devotees from all over Singapore, as well as the performance troupes.
>

Paying respects to the Nine Emperor Gods before

departing to the beach.
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>
The utilisation of Black Command Flags to escort the

Nine Emperor Gods Censer.
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|
Women holding yellow banners during the Nine

Emperor Gods Festival.
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|
The arrival of the palanquins at the beach, 1992.

Photograph courtesy of Jia Zhui Kang Dou Mu
Gong.
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>
Receiving ritual conducted by a Daoist priest, 1992.

Photograph courtesy of Jia Zhui Kang Dou Mu Gong.
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As the final step of the receiving ritual, the Nine Emperor Gods’ censer from the temple is then
dipped into the sea to collect water which will then be brought back to the temple. The censer is held by the censer
master, followed by two other assistant censer masters who are responsible to protect the censer with two black
command flags. The censer along with the spirit tablet are then escorted back to the temple by the procession,
where it will reside until the end of the festival. The return of the procession marks the beginning of the Nine

Emperor Gods Festival proper.

>
Inviting the Nine Emperor Gods’ deity tablet on an

awaiting palanquin.
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<
Receiving rituals conducted by Daoist priests.
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<
Daoist priests-led coastal receiving ritual ceremony

attended by the temple congregation and Member of

Parliament, Henry Kwek Hian Chuan.
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<
The arrival of the censer and spirit tablet at the

temple.

T fyo-5 Bl 1] ) i 5




Chapter 6 Jia Zhui Kang Kew Ong Yah Hong San See Temple Gathering of the Community

>
Paying respects to the Nine Emperor Gods by

devotees.

[ERNLPIREPN £5C

>
Drum performances at the festival site.

iEsn

Gathering of the Community

During the festival, the community of devotees will gather to pay their respects to the Nine Emperor Gods,
seeking for blessing and protection in the coming year for their families. The temple has been a site of prayer for
a few generations of devoted Daoist families. Many parents have brought their children to pay respects to the
Nine Emperor Gods, just as their parents did. Apart from incense and joss papers, some devotees will also offer

oil lamps and candles as a sign of their worship and devotion towards the Nine Emperor Gods.

There are also a wide variety of activities that enhance the festivities of the festival. The temple
organises various performances and activities to engage members of the community. Such activities include ge
tai, dance and musical performances, as well as free traditional Chinese medicine consultation sessions. These
activities are commonly sponsored by other temples; for example, the Chinese medicine consultation sessions are

sponsored by the Nam Hong Siang Thong.
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Oil lamps represent the wishes of the devotees.
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Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM) consultation

in progress.
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>
Organised dinners for senior group homes situated in

the vicinity of the temple.

RIS SR

The temple also organises a vegetarian dinner for elderly folks residing in the Chong Pang district.
Apart from the scrumptious feast prepared for the elderly, there were also performances put up by various groups
of performers, such as a multi-ethnic band from the Inter-Racial and Religious Confidence Circles (IRCC). This
event is graced by Member of Parliament, Mr. Henry Kwek. The dinner is sponsored by devotees of the temple.
By approaching the temple staff, devotees may express their interest to sponsor any number of seats for the
elderly attendees. Devotees do not know who they are specifically buying a meal for; their act of sponsorship is

purely an act of kindness, dedicated to benefit the pioneers of Yishun Neighbourhood.

The dinner event witnessed elderly folks of different ethnic groups gathered to enjoy a night of
food and performances. This event also provides an opportunity for people of different cultures and religious
backgrounds to come together to either showcase their talents as performers or enjoying a night with each other’s
company. The dinner represents Jia Zhui Kang’s efforts in giving back to the community that has supported them
through the years. As part of their commitment to the people, the temple does its best to help the less fortunate.
The temple also prepared goodie bags and red packets as a token of appreciation for the elderly of the Yishun

neighbourhood.
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Group photographs of the performers.
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>
Jia Zhui Kang Dou Mu Gong’s contingent’s visit to

Hougang Dou Mu Gong.

>
Group photograph with Long Nan Szye temple.
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Visits to Nine Emperor Gods Temples

Just as the other temples have visited the Jia Zhui Kang, the temple will also conduct their visits to
other Nine Emperor Gods temples in Singapore. The temple sets off early in the morning, with buses catered for
devotees who wish to join this occasion. The visits also serve as a great opportunity for the temple committee and

staff to keep in contact with other Nine Emperor Gods temples.
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Visit to Zhun Ti Tang.
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Visiting Hong San Temple.
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>
Celebratory cheers of “Huat Ah!” rang through Leng

San Giam Do Mu Gong.
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Visitors from other Nine Emperor Gods Temples

>
The arrival of visiting contingents at Jia Zhui Kang for

payment of respects.

R A

Moreover, Jia Zhui Kang Dou Mu Gong similarly undertakes the role of the host during this period

in light of the visits by contingents from other temples.
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>
Incense censer carried by designated bearers.

AR 25

>
Visitors from Jiu Huang Dian arrive.

JL BB R SR A

Prior to entering the temple, both the host as well as the guest temple’s vanguard carry a whip and the
five flags. They represent the Five Camps and their armies. Upon greeting each other with a bow, both takes turns
cracking the whips to symbolise “clearing the way”. This would be done before the Nine Emperor Gods censer is
brought into the temple. Some temples would bring their palanquins with them during such visits. Each temple’s

palanquin has its own unique design, history, and background story.

The carrying of the censer of the Nine Emperor Gods during the visits is the responsibility of a
designated censer master. The censer master is selected annually by the Nine Emperor Gods via the throwing of
divination blocks. Apart from carrying the censer, the censer master carries other important ritual items and plays
a crucial role during rituals. Of equal symbolic importance is the censer, for it contains burning sandalwood—an

essential item exchanged during visits.
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|
Xuan Wu Shan’s multi-tiered palanquin.
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>
Censer in a special throne covered in LED lights.
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Parallels between the Nine Emperor Gods Festival and Chinese New Year can be drawn. Both

assume a reunion time and reflect the interconnected network linking the Nine Emperor Gods’ temples.
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>
Inviting Water ceremony performed by Jia Zhui Kang

Dou Mu Gong, 2009. Photograph courtesy of Jia Zhui
Kang Dou Mu Gong.
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Inviting Water Ritual

The temple is packed with activities on the sixth day. It begins with the ritual for Inviting Water,
followed by paying Respects to the Jade Emperor, and finally, a procession [Minnan: yew keng] around Yishun
in the evening. Every year, the temple conducts a ritual to bless water which has been invited from a well. The

ritual of inviting water stands as one of the symbolic events of the Nine Emperor Gods Festival for Jia Zhui Kang
Dou Mu Gong.
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>
Well water obtained for ritual performances.

AT K

>

Daoist priest conducting a ritual.

SRR 7

Returning to the temple after the “Inviting Water” ritual in 2017, the lead Daoist priest launched
into a prayer and ritual dedicated to the Jade Emperor. Surrounding the altar and, in turn, the priest, were food

offerings that were blessed and later distributed to devotees.
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Performance of the Inviting Water ritual by a Daoist

priest.

T8 AT AR
—EE T, B LEIF RGO SRR B TEE R L. s A LR MR R . E
Lo eIt iR, T RASB R HBEEN.

<

Blessing of food offerings.
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<
Performance by the Singapore Performance Troupe,

Ba Jiang Tuan, which was trained in Taiwan.
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>

A close-up look at Ba Jian Tuan.

Chapter 6 Jia Zhui Kang Kew Ong Yah Hong San See Temple Inviting Water Ritual

Previously, the Ba Jiang Tuan, also known as Guards of the Gods, also performed at the temple. They
belong to the Zhong Lian Dian Folk Arts troupe, which was trained in Taiwan, and stands as the only recognised
group in Singapore performing this special dance. The guards are generals in the underworld who serve deities
of the netherworld. Even though the performing group is named Ba Jiang Tuan (Eight General Group), there are
in fact, nine of them. The ninth leader in the centre holds a gourd. Their performance on kickstarts the temple’s

yew keng (visitation) to the other temples within the Yishun district.

Like the previous yew keng where Jia Zhui Kang visited other Nine Emperor Gods temple, the temple
visits neighbouring places of worship, as a way of maintaining inter-temple relationships with other religious
organisations within Yishun. The temple does not only visit Chinese temples but are also welcomed in the Hindu

temples in the neighbourhood.
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Jia Zhui Kang Dou Mu Gong’s visits to other
temples and religious institutions during the Nine
Emperor Gods Festival, 1993. Photographs courtesy
of Jia Zhui Kang Dou Mu Gong.
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>
Censer master proceeded through the Yishun

neighbourhood alongside the contingent.

P i STk

>
Black Flags protecting the censer.
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|
Jia Zhui Kang Dou Mu Gong’s visit to the Holy Tree

Sri Balasubramaniar Temple.

]

A
Group photographs inclusive of the temple’s staff

committee, volunteers, and performers.
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Sending off the Nine Emperor Gods

The final day of the festival was one of the busiest, as several events took place concurrently. As with

the receiving of the Nine Emperor Gods, the sending off ritual takes place in the evening at Sembawang Beach.

>
Performance troupe from Zhong Hua Lian You Hui.

RIS A

>
Bodhisattva Guanyin sees the Nine Emperor Gods off
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<
Placing the spirit-tablet and joss paper in the palanquin
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<
The palanquin begins to rock as it moves off to the

beach
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>
Performance at Sembawang Beach before the send off

WRILRRAHT, 76 = IR

>
Minister Shanmugam gracing the sending-off

ceremony.
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>
Daoist priests perform the sending-off ritual
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Moving the Dragon Ship to the Beach
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<
Devotees at the beach to send off the Nine Emperor

Gods
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>
Banner women ready on the beach
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>
Setting the Dragon Ship ablaze

SR IEAR

At the end of the ritual, the Dragon Ship is pushed into the sea and set ablaze. At the same time, the
Nine Emperor Gods censer is carried from the prayer altar towards the sea. The censer is then dipped into the
sea before the final prayer to the Nine Emperor Gods is offered. The censer master brings the censer back into

the Inner Chamber of the temple; where it sits, until mobilised again for the next Nine Emperor Gods Festival.
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>
Non-Vegetarian food offerings at the altar.
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Post-festival and Appreciation Dinner

After the eventful night before, the volunteers return to the temple early the next day. Despite
sending-off of the Nine Emperor Gods, there was still much work to be done. The volunteers and staff spend the
next day removing decorations, as well as packing up the logistics that had been set up for the Nine Emperor
Gods festival, such as flags, banners, gates and tables. Rituals were also conducted through the day, to symbolise

the conclusion of the festival.

A series of rituals were conducted in succession. Spirit generals and soldiers were rewarded [Minnan:
Ko Kun] as an expression of gratitude for the hard work of the Five Camps that had protected the temple during
the festival. There was also a ritual to signify the end of their fast. Food offerings placed in front of the altars

consisted of both meat and vegetable dishes.
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Rewarding the Five Camps.
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A night of celebrations.
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Conclusion

Jia Zhui Gang Dou Mu Gong is one of the oldest Nine Emperor Gods temples in Singapore. Like
other early ones which have remained in their neighbourhood and its vicinity, it has become an important centre
for the festival and community in the course of its history. It continues to play such a role today and has built

new communities in Yishun and Chong Pang. It also draws its devotees and supporters from all over the island.

Through the project, we have experienced and witnessed the strong bonds of friendship, spirit of
community and sharing which continues to sustain and push forth the tradition and culture of the Nine Emperor
Gods Festival. With the long and complex histories of the Nine Emperor Gods, there is still much to be done and
studied. We look forward to working with everybody in the future, and to be part of this effort to preserve and

promote these traditions in Singapore!
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388 Chapter 7 Jiu Huang Dian History

>
Interior of Jiu Huang Dian at Mandai Estate.
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Jiu Huang Dian

Hidden amid an industrial area is a small young, vibrant temple dedicated to the Nine Emperor Gods,
Jiu Huang Dian. Established on 18" December 2008, this relatively new home temple bursts with youthful energy
and enthusiasm. Close cooperation abounds between the young committee members who possess the utmost
dedication. This is witnessed especially during the annual Nine Emperor Gods Festival from the 30™ of the eighth

lunar month to the ninth day of the ninth lunar month.

History

Despite its comparatively more recent founding, several relocations of the temple have since
occurred. Having started a temple within the home of one of the young founders, Lawrence, in 2008, Jiu Huang
Dian relocated to Blk 192, Pandan Loop, the following year before shifting to Mandai Estate. The temple only

moved to its current premises at Bukit Batok Street 23 in 2021.

Due to space constraints, tentages, temporary altars and structures are set up annually to enable the
temple to host the Nine Emperor Gods Festival. Given its numerous relocations, it is unsurprising that the festival
has been held at different locations since 2008. Initially held in front of Lawrence’s home unit, the festival site
had manifested as a small, simple corridor-based altar with rituals occurring within Lawrence’s house compound.
The following year, the site shifted to a grass patch at Jurong West Street 41. Additionally, the site took shape

beside a hawker centre at 347 Jurong East Avenue 1 in 2014.

Notwithstanding changes to the locations of the festival site, Jiu Huang Dian’s Nine Emperor Gods
Festival has continued to grow in scale with more elaborate decorations, peripherals, and palanquins incorporated
over the years. The many shifts in locations helped rather than hindered the temple’s accumulation of devotees,
and new devotees were gained through the festivals’ attractions of residents in the various vicinities. Moreover,

devotees were further sustained by their willingness to follow the temple despite changes to their festival sites.
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>
Altar dedicated to the Heavenly Lamps.
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Festival Preparations

Festival Preparations

Festival preparations commence in earnest with the setting up of the tentage and its transformation
into a sacred space. The tentage is transformed with bright lights and intricately embroidered golden yellow
fabric adorning the altar, the placements of decorations including banners, five-coloured flags, and yellow cloth,
and the fixtures of majestic deity robes. The space is divided into two distinct spaces—a Front Palace and an
Inner Back Palace. Whilst the Front Palace is accessible to the public, the Inner Palace had restricted access,

similar to the Inner Chambers of Nine Emperor Gods temples.

Banners, in particular, can usually be found all over Jiu Huang Dian’s festival sites. For instance,
the 2017 festival saw banners of the characters “The Northern Dipper Sovereign”, “Nine Emperor Gods, and
“The Southern Dipper Sovereign” hanging from great heights at the site. The sides of the tentage contained more
banners with the names of each of the Nine Emperor Gods [as the seven stars of the Northern Dipper and the
two hidden stars in the constellation]. Furthermore, two vertical banners with dragon embroideries stating “J<
R E M and “JL 5 B 41 8] were fastened to the ceiling on both sides of the main altar. Other banner
contents observed included the “Five Encampments of Spirit Generals and Soldiers”, “Jade Emperor”, and “Liu

Ren Xian Shi”.

Spectacular was the five-storey main altar situated in the middle of the tentage. For one, as aforesaid,
the altar was brightly lit and embellished with yellow banners and cloths. Arrangements of deities on the altar
usually entail heavenly deities occupying the higher levels, whilst earthly deities are placed on the lower
platforms. Of no surprise, therefore, was the highest level occupied by the Emperors of the Three Departments in
2017. Other deities invited from the temple to the altar at the festival site for celebrations included Liu Ren, Tua
Pek Kong, Guang Ze Zun Wang, Guan Di and Qing Shui Zu Shi. The left of the main altar comprises the five-
coloured flags—green, red, yellow, white and black from left to right—representative of the presence of spiritual

soldiers from the five cardinal directions—east, south, central, west and north, respectively.
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Scores of deities are displayed on the main altar.
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Five Coloured Horses represented the Five Camps and

their armies.
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Chapter 7 Jiu Huang Dian Festival Preparations

>
Altar preparations for the Nine Emperor Gods

Festival.
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>
Marketing of paper boats for devotees to purchase.
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A
Display of palanquins on stage.
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>
The Dragon Ship

Tefto

Raising of the Heavenly Lamps

Before the receiving ceremony of the Nine Emperor Gods, necessary rituals include raising the
NineHeavenly Lamps on a bamboo pole. The role of the Nine Heavenly Lamps is to guide deities and gods to the
celebrations. Commencing this ritual in 2017 was digging a hole for rice and wine to be placed within. Moreover,
a talisman was placed in the hole after a Daoist priest conducted blessings. A straight and strong bamboo of

considerable height and at least 15 years old was inserted in the hole.

Moreover, a pulley system was used to raise the Nine Heavenly Lamps on the top of the bamboo.
In addition, 28 talismans symbolic of the 28-Star Constellations were placed along the lamp pole. The effort
resulted in a line of traditional lanterns extending down from the top of the bamboo to the festival site. In general,
an important measure observed during every Nine Emperor Gods Festival is the maintenance of the oil lamps—

which requires oil to be added throughout the festival to prevent the lamps from extinguishing.
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>
Raising of the Heavenly Lamps.
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Raising of the Heavenly Lamps | Inviting the Nine Emperor Gods

Inviting the Nine Emperor Gods

The annual deity-hosting responsibilities begin on the 30™ day of the eighth lunar month for Jiu
Huang Dian with the ceremony to invite the Nine Emperor Gods. Adhering to the mandated dress code, devotees
don white attires, head scarves, and yellow cloth belts. In particular, the white headscarves are usually stamped
with the seal of the Nine Emperor Gods for the ceremony. Though the ceremony was held at Changi Beach in
2017, devotees convened in advance at the festival tentage, where a big piece of incense wood was lit in an
urn facing the altar for the smell of incense and smoke to envelope the gathered. The hired transportation only
departed for the beach at 7 pm. Awaiting the devotees at the beach were ritual-related displays set up in advance,
including an altar covered in yellow cloth with offerings and other ceremonial paraphernalia. Commencing the
ceremony, the leading Daoist priest chanted whilst facing the sea. It was only around 9 pm that selected temple
committee members were given the signal to enter the sea with sacred ceramic censer and scepter, to welcome
the Nine Emperor Gods. Specifically, the arrival of the Nine Emperor Gods was epitomised by the committee
members inviting water into the censer and covering it with a piece of yellow cloth. The censer, thus, is generally

regarded as the vessel in which the Nine Emperor Gods reside during the festival.



THILE KT

AR

RUNAZTHEEEILEBIEILERTHHFo 2 H, i85 6L mWEA L2 R [ B
BBk, —BARAYEEE S, SO RESRES . PR AT P REEE — B K
A, THEME RS E RS AR

PRT RS, TFRREES R AR BIRMIEREE . 05N S 507 7 i
. IR B EERGEREM SR )5, BEREHE. OFSEAERE, FRERE
o YRR, EELRISET . MFEIFE T, RS NKFIMHEILRRT . FEH
BIEPENERIF 3 L — it . X QUE R BB G T S T
A R R L, BRTERS . JE, LR R eSS .

| Zue e Sha ERAER

A
Lighting the Heavenly Lamps.
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Chapter 7 Jiu Huang Dian Inviting the Nine Emperor Gods

>
The lighting of incense wood fills the tentage with

incense and smoke.

R B AR W E ST

>
Palanquins for the Invitation of Nine Emperor Gods.
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The vanguard contingent with the receiving banner

and gongs.
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<«
Invitation ritual led by a Daoist priest.
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Chapter 7 Jiu Huang Dian Inviting the Nine Emperor Gods

The atmosphere at the beach usually heightens with the arrival of the Nine Emperor Gods. The event
in 2017 was no different. Exhilaration and joy ensued as massive flags were raised and waved whilst the lion
dancers broke out in their performances to the deafening sound of the drums and cymbals. The censer was placed
in a prepared palanquin to begin its journey to the temple. There were three palanquins at the ceremony—the
other two holding the Northern and Southern Dipper, respectively. The three palanquins swayed from left to right
vigorously as they proceeded to the carpark. The palanquins, paraphernalia and the contingent returned to the

festival site via the chartered buses and lorries.

>
Temple committee members inviting the Nine

Emperor Gods.
JH TR AL KA -
The return procession to the temple was far from silent, with some devotees proclaiming “Kew Ong
Dai Deh [“Nine Emperor Gods” in Minnan]” whenever overhead bridges were encountered. The rest of the
entourage would exclaim, “Huat Ah!” as salt and rice were thrown up towards the bridge. These actions were
taken to ward off any potential gathered malevolent forces.
>

Return of the receiving contingent to the tentage.
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The Nine Emperor Gods palanquin.
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Chapter 7 Jiu Huang Dian Inviting the Nine Emperor Gods

>
The palanquins back at the festival tentage.
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Sounds of a cracking whip mark the arrival of the returning contingent at the festival site. This was
similarly observed in 2017. The palanquins were whisked away into the restricted zone of the Inner Palace after
a brief public ritual performance upon arrival at the tentage. The palanquins were followed by select committee
members who had adhered strictly to an ascribed vegetarian diet and were responsible for maintaining the altar

and ritual performances in the Inner Palace.
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After the coastal invitation ceremony, the congregation

pays respects before the main altar with guidance from

the Daoist priests.
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Chapter 7 Jiu Huang Dian

A
Puppet Performance Stage

ARAEKEE SRS o

Festival Rituals

Festival Rituals

Following the invitation ceremony, the temple staff, residents from the surrounding estates, and
devotees from across Singapore converge to participate in the numerous scheduled activities at the festival site,

mainly to pay their respects and to present their offerings to the Nine Emperor Gods.

Performances run through the entire duration of the festival. hey include puppetry and melodic
singing by a hired performance troupe to entertain the Nine Emperor Gods. Before the beginning of each puppetry
performance, the performers will pay their respects before the main altar, and a red child deity is invited to sit

at the altar, where he is surrounded by sweets. This is returned to the puppeteers at the end of the performance.
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Performances by puppeteers.
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Chapter 7 Jiu Huang Dian Rewarding the Spiritual Armies

Rewarding the Spiritual Armies

Apart from special one-time rituals, daily routine rituals include the daily ritual offerings to the Five
Camps and their armies represented by the five flags and horses. Like other temples and Nine Emperor Gods
Festival sites, Jiu Huang Dian has inner and outer camps deployed on its festival site. Moreover, a chao ya (or

military display) ritual is conducted twice a day for these spiritual armies.

>
Marshalling, drilling and rewarding of the spirit

soldiers by select committee members.
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Rewarding the Five Camps with vegetarian food and

incense paper.
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Change of Luck Rituals

Jiu Huang Dian also conducts two major rituals on the fourth and seventh days of the festival,
respectively for its devotees. The first is the “Luck-changing” ritual, and the second “Bridge-crossing” ritual.
Leading the ritual with chants from the scripture book “Change of the Year” and a talisman, the Daoist priest
facilitates the symbolic transference of devotees’ adversities to the talisman, which is, in turn, burnt to signify
their eradication. Noticeable during the 2017 ritual was turning a bamboo plate filled with traditional copper
coins, chopsticks, and other talismans in a clockwise direction during the incineration process by a volunteer.

This represents the shifting of fortunes for devotees’ attainment towards success.

>
Change of Luck rituals conducted by a Daoist priest.

EREREEE .

The similarly presided by a Daoist priest, the “Bridge Crossing” ritual aims to improve devotees’
luck for the year ahead. Following the consecration of the bridge in 2017, the devotees were arranged according
to their zodiac signs. The Daoist priest led devotees of each of the various zodiac signs across the bridge and

around the main altar.
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The Daoist priest leading devotees across the Bridge

of Peace and Safety.
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The Nine Emperor Gods’ Birthday (sixth day of
the ninth lunar month)

The sixth day of the ninth lunar month is regarded as the birthday of the Nine Emperor Gods. As

such, Jiu Huang Dian organises a special vegetarian birthday feast for the Nine Emperor Gods on this day.
Devotees are also encouraged to participate by sponsoring vegetarian offerings, which are placed on tables in
front of the main altar. Similarly, a table of offerings, spanning a spread of vegetarian dishes, nine bowls of rice
and nine cups of tea, is prepared by the temple. The Daoist priest officiates over the ritual leading the censer
master through the prayers and in offering vegetarian food to the Nine Emperor Gods on behalf of the temple
and devotees.

>

Preparations of vegetarian food offerings ahead of the

Nine Emperor Gods’ birthday.
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>
Rectangular tables of offerings sponsored by devotees

for the Nine Emperor Gods Festival.

AL T A A E RS B S R TR s L
WBRAXHNTE.



KAAH: LBEKFREEH  $hE ERhag

KRINAHAH: WBRFHRRIEH

FEHILEBINERHILAANHNUERFHERIEH . M H, #ESEMLITBRER S HIF
FHAEHNT R T MR LR R BE AR, IFTE— IR R LA R RS
B UBORIR SRR ERERMR, didE R AR I R BN 68 L2 R R R
Ho

|
Temple’s feast table for the Nine Emperor Gods.
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>
Ritual blessings over the tables of offerings led by a

Daoist priest.
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>
Paying respects to Jiu Huang Dian’s deities before the

visits to other temples.
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Visiting Temples

The visits to other Nine Emperor Gods temples undertaken by the temple are central to the Nine
Emperor Gods Festival celebrations in Jiu Huang Dian. On these visits, Jiu Huang Dian will exchange greetings,
these visits would involve the exchange of gift hampers, offerings, and incense with the host temple. These
exchanges reinforce the camaraderie and connections between the temples, both in Singapore and beyond. That
main committee members would be barefoot as a form of respect for the deities of the host temples. Likewise,

Jiu Huang Dian hosts contingents from other temples during the festival.
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>
Jiu Huang Dian committee members visiting other

Nine Emperor Gods Temples.
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>
Exchange of gift hampers between a Jiu Huang Dian

committee member and the leader of Xuan Wu Shan.
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<
Presentation of gifts to Zhun Ti Tang, Hougang Dou

Mu Kung, Long Nan Dian and Kew Huang Keng by

Jiu Huang Dian.
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A
Exchanges of incense between Jiu Huang Dian and

host temples during their visits.

R IR B o



HEHFASUIE LR ERLER

<
Jiu Huang Dian hosted devotees from Leng San Giam

Dou Mu Gong, Jia Zhui Kang Dou Mu Gong and Kew
Huang Keng.

A SRS, POKEESFRFERULE B SILE
Bt o



418 Chapter 7 Jiu Huang Dian Sending-Off Ceremony

>
Committee members lead the devotees in paying

respects before the departure of the sending-off

contingent for Changi Beach.
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Sending-Off Ceremony

Worshippers send off the Nine Emperor Gods on the night of the ninth day of the ninth lunar month.
There is a heightened buzz of activity on this day. Jiu Huang Dian temple staff and helpers and those from other
affiliated temples stream into the festival site throughout the day. In 2017, the sending-off ceremony began
at about 6.30pm with the lion dance performances. Three performers dressed as “Ne Zha the Third Prince”
danced along to techno-music. The enthusiastic performances boosted the spirits of the devotees present, and
they cheered along. The Daoist priest closed the Bridge of Blessing with a short ritual. The vanguard team
responsible for the Five Camps and their armies also began the final preparations for the sending-off ceremony.
The temple committee led the censer master, volunteers and devotees in paying respects before the main altar

before the sending-off contingent departed for Changi Beach to send off the Nine Emperor Gods.
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<
Dragon dance performance before the sending-off

ceremony.
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<
Performers dressed as “Prince Ne Zha” and the divine

generals paid their respects before the Nine Emperor

Gods.
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Chapter 7 Jiu Huang Dian  Sending-Off Ceremony

>
Pre-departure palanquin ritual performance on the

temple grounds.
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The sending-off contingent was led by the vanguard carrying the five flags, followed by the lion and
dragon dance troupes, the censer master carrying the censer, the Dragon Ship, and the Nine Emperor palanquins.
The temple members and volunteers mainly boarded the lorries while the devotees boarded the buses, as the

contingent made their way to Change Beach.
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>
The vanguard watches on in anticipation as the

contingent prepares to depart for the beach.
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>
The Dragon Ship at the sending-off of the Nine

Emperor Gods, with paper stickers of the names
of individual devotees and their families, seeking
blessing and good fortune. Any misfortune or bad
luck will be eradicated when the ship is burnt at sea

during the sending-off ceremony.
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Upon arrival at the beach, the temple contingent was greeted by an assembled temporary altar. The
Daoist priest started chanting and prayers, leading the participants in the sending-off ceremony. Taking cues from
the priest, selected committee members pushed the Dragon Ship out to sea and ignited it. Upon the instructions
of the Daoist priest, the censer was carried by the main and deputy censer masters into the sea and sent off, to

complete the ritual.
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<
Burning the Dragon Ship
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Chapter 7 Jiu Huang Dian  Sending-Off Ceremony

>
Dou Mu’s sedan chair.

The devotees and helpers then began throwing their white headscarves and yellow cloth belts into a
burning pile of incense papers. With this, the sending-off ceremony of the Nine Emperor Gods concluded and the

contingent began to make its way back to the festival area.

A

The censer masters sending-off the Nine Emperor Gods.
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Daoist priests led the sending-off ceremony at the
beach.
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Burning of incense papers at the beach.
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Banquet on the Evening of the Tenth Day

The festival’s conclusion is followed by a sumptuous banquet-cum-auction. This feast is not only
a celebration of the festival’s success but also reinforces the bonds between the temple and devotees, through
good food and great company. The members of the temple and the devotees look forward to the next festival with

abounding wishes of good health, fortune and prosperity.

>
The celebratory banquet hosted by Jiu Huang Dian in

2017.
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Conclusion

Yu Feng Jiu Huang Dian is a relatively new temple in the history of the Nine Emperor Gods
Festival in Singapore. Despite their short history, it is the youth and energy, as well as the devotion, discipline,
and determination to follow the traditions of the festival that have allowed the festival at Jiu Huang Dian to
grow in scale every year. The leaders and committee members have all made important sacrifices to make
the festival a success. They have been able to attract new devotees not only from the neighbourhood of their
festival site in Jurong, but also beyond. They will continue to play an important role in the preservation and

promotion of the Nine Emperor Gods Festival and its values.
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The present-day exterior of Kim San Tze.

EAISRHT )






430

Chapter 8 Kim San Tze

Introduction

Introduction

Kim San Tze was founded by a lay follower Zeng De Shun, known as the “vegetarian aunt” in Shi
Xiang Village at 7" Milestone, Upper Changi Road. It was originally a Buddhist temple that mainly worshipped
Bodhisattva Guanyin and Shakyamuni Buddha before the Second World War (1942—1945).

That said, many villagers were devoted to the Nine Emperor Gods. The absence of Nine Emperor
Gods temples in the vicinity rendered it necessary to travel to Hong San Temple in Defu Lane for worship,
especially during the Nine Emperor Gods Festival. The underdeveloped nature of the public transportation system
exacerbated the inconveniences related to distance. In 1948, seven Nine Emperor Gods’ devotees proposed the
establishment of a Nine Emperor Gods temple in the village by inviting and enshrining incense from Hong San
Temple in Kim San Tze. This received the support of Madam Zeng and the Inner Chamber of the Nine Emperor
Gods was thus established in the temple. It was named “Dou Shan Gong” after the temple committee consulted

the Nine Emperor Gods.

Kim San Tze relocated to Jalan Ulu Siglap in 1968 after securing a piece of land from a Malay family
and has remained there till the present day. The Nine Emperor Gods Festival has become increasingly grander
and more varied with the increase in devotees. The temple has steadfastly maintained many traditional rituals and

the culture related to worshipping the Nine Emperor Gods.

A prominent feature in Kim San Tze’s worship and understanding of the Nine Emperor Gods is the
veneration of the Second Emperor God’s image in the Main Hall and the First Emperor God in the temple’s Inner
Chamber. The Inner Chamber is out of bounds to all except a small number of designated male members of the

temple. The continued operation of the temple rests on the efforts of its members.
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432 Chapter 8 Kim San Tze Preparation

Preparation

>

Spring Cleaning.

PN E (S

Given the importance of the Nine Emperor Gods Festival, the temple’s premises are cleaned by

members in the days leading up to it. Cleaning aside, necessary assembly and maintenance works are also
conducted prior. These include the setting up the Bridge of Peace and Safety and upkeep of the palanquins,
which are usually stored in the locked Inner Chamber until the latter’s unlocking on the first day of the eighth
lunar month for the festival.

>

Preparation of wooden platform for the Dragon Ship.

HER ST e A AR

Additionally, routine works include the cohesive customisation by temple volunteers of a wooden
plank as the base floatation attachment for the Dragon Ship featured during the sending-off ceremony of the

festival.
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434 Chapter 8 Kim San Tze Changing of Banners and the Assumption of a Zhai Regime

>
Pasting yellow signs of “Zhaijie” at the temple’s

entrance.

TEJ I 10 b A MR

Changing of Banners and the Assumption of a
Zhai Regime

A norm across all Nine Emperor Gods temples is the observation of a strict regime of zhai preceding
the Nine Emperor Gods Festival. In Kim San Tze, this begins when the yellow zhai jie signs are put up in the
temple in the evening of the 23" day of the eighth lunar month at 8pm sharp. The temple management and
volunteers will offer incense in the temple informing the deities that the z/ai jie had begun. Henceforth, the
consumption of alcohol, meat, garlic, onions and spring onions are forbidden in the temple, and for people
entering the premises. Devotees have since offered several different interpretations of the practice’s significance.
Whilst some regard it as a period to abstain from any killings, others, in contrast, conceive it as a means of

cleansing their bodies from all incurred sins.

In 2017, this regime began at 8pm on 12 October. At this time, temple helpers offered incense to
all the deities in the temple, informing the deities of the beginning of the vegetarian regime until the end of the
festival. For this period, all the offerings to the deities would be vegetarian. Another reason for offering the

incense was to seek the forgiveness of deities who do not normally adhere to a vegetarian regime.

What followed were changes made to the temple’s trimmings and paraphernalia. Yellow zhai jie
signboards are raised on the walls on both sides of the temple’s entrance declaring that only devotees on a strict
vegetarian diet could enter the temple during the festival. The red banner and lanterns, representing the Jade
Emperor, which hung on the front porch of the Main Hall, were replaced by a yellow banner emblazoned with
the name of the temple, as well as the Nine Emperor Gods Festival, and a pair of lanterns with the Nine Emperor
Gods’ title. A yellow embroidered ball is tied to the forehead of the Second Emperor God and other yellow

embroidered balls are used to decorate the temple’s palanquins.

Rounding up the decorations was the attachments of two flag banners displaying the characters

“silence” and “avoidance” alongside two sets of gongs to side pillars in the temple.
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436 Chapter 8 Kim San Tze Visiting Ampang

>
During Kim San Tze’s visit, a commemorative

photograph was taken in the Nan Tian Gong temple.

Sl ATEFIR B4 o

Visiting Ampang

Every leap year (once every three years), Kim San Tze will visit Nan Tian Gong in Ampang,
Malaysia, during the Nine Emperor Gods festival to invite incense. To Kim San Tze, that Hong San Temple
derived its worship of the Nine Emperor Gods via the consecration of incense from Nan Tian Gong meant that

Nan Tian Gong was, by association, interwoven into Kim San Tze’s origin story and history.

Similar to prior visits, the 2017 visit to Nan Tian Gong involved the invitation of incense from the
Ampang temple Kim San Tze. Inviting the incense from Ampang every leap year reinforced the ties between the

two temples Kim San Tze’s recognition and treasuring of its roots.
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438 Chapter 8 Kim San Tze

>
Rewarding the spirit soldiers.

i %

Receiving the Nine Emperor Gods

Receiving the Nine Emperor Gods

The early morning of the 29" day of the eighth lunar month began with the preparation and offering
of a vegetarian buffet by the temple’s chef and members for devotees and guests. The generals and armies of the
Five Camps are also rewarded with a vegetarian feast for the Ko Gun ritual. Underpinning this feast is the respect
and appreciation for them in guarding the Nine Emperor Gods and the temple and its environs during the festival.

A feast is also laid out for the netherworld deities in the temple.

The Ko Gun ritual to reward the armies usually took place at around noon. While a large spread
of vegetarian dishes were offered to the generals, wild grass and Five Coloured Beans— a mixture of green,
red, yellow, black and white beans—are offered to the horses. Generally, the Five Camps are rewarded on the

festival’s second, third, sixth, ninth, and tenth days.

After some time, divination blocks are used to ask the Generals of the Five Camps and the netherworld
deities if they were satisfied with the feast and its proceedings. The ritual was concluded only with a positive

response and the temple members would proceed to burn the offered joss papers.

After this, the Daoist priests and censer master gathered in the main hall and the drums were
sounded. They then proceeded to pay respects to the deities in the temple. As the priests did the chanting to the

accompaniment of cymbals, rice, wine, and tea were served to the different deities.
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Chapter 8 Kim San Tze Receiving the Nine Emperor Gods

>
Da Shi Ye.

K4

Then the Daoist priests would consecrate the Da Shi Ye (Ghost King) image and the palanquins. As
evening approached, temple members and devotees would prepare themselves by tying yellow cloth around their

waists and wrists, and a piece of white cloth on their head.
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Consecrating Da Shi Ye’s paper image.
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Daoist priests consecrating the palanquins.
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Chapter 8 Kim San Tze Receiving the Nine Emperor Gods

>
Preparations for the arrival of the Nine Emperor Gods

at the beach.
T e
Further preparations ensued with the departure of an advance party to East Coast Park at 6 pm for the
erection of an altar to welcome the Nine Emperor Gods.
>

Departure of the palanquins to the beach. A unique
feature of the palanquins at Kim San Tze is the
absence of decorative LED lights. This is largely to
maintain the tradition of the older palanquins in the

temple.
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Invitation of deities to board their palanquins before

the departure to the beach.
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Chapter 8 Kim San Tze Receiving the Nine Emperor Gods

>
A “Blazing Censer” (homonymous with “prosperity”).

B

In the temple, the percussionists maintained a steady beat with the gongs in the Main Hall, as the
palanquins moved out into the temple compound. There, the lion and dragon dance troupes were performing and
the large gongs were taken down from the sides of the Jade Emperor altar to accompany the censer master and
the receiving contingent to the beach. Following the departure of the main entourage from the main compound,

the three palanquins followed suit, to be transported on lorries to the beach.

After a copious amount of incense was offered to the Jade Emperor, the incense burst into flames.
This phenomenon is known as a “prosperous censer %& 4/ [Huat Lor]  and is seen as an encouraging sign by

devotees.

Devotees arrived at the beach at 7.30 pm. and were met with the distribution of lit incense sticks to

await the initiation of the ritual.
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Chapter 8 Kim San Tze Receiving the Nine Emperor Gods

>
The censer master walked into the sea with the deputy

censer master and temple committee members, and

they returned to the shore with a jar of seawater.

P R B ST N K v AR K I E b

The highly anticipated and most significant component of the ritual was the retrieval of a jar of
seawater by the main censer master assisted by the deputy censer master, representing the arrival of the Nine
Emperor Gods. Upon returning to the shore, seawater was poured into a talisman-covered censer. This censer
would represent the Nine Emperor Gods for the duration of the festival.
>

Return of the Nine Emperor Gods to the temple.

K2,

After installing the censer of the Nine Emperor Gods within one of the palanquins, the censer master
offering the incense from the censer to the censers of the deities in the other palanquins, the congregation was
led back to the temple by the main censer master. The palanquins rocked and swayed as they proceeded to the
carpark, and after their disembarkation at Jalan Ulu Siglap, back to the temple. Welcoming the Nine Emperor
Gods at Kim San Tze were lion and dragon troupes at the entrance of the temple and devotees in the Main Hall.
Upon returning to the temple, the Nine Emperor Gods’ censer and the palanquin bearing it were ushered into
the Inner Chamber by the main censer master whilst the other two palanquins paid their respects to the temple’s

other deities.
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448 Chapter 8 Kim San Tze Receiving the Nine Emperor Gods

>
Raising the NIne Emperor Gods Heavenly Lamps

THEILERAT

Following the arrival of the Nine Emperor Gods to the temple, the Daoist priest and the censer master
prepare for the lighting and raising of the Nine Emperor Gods’ Nine Heavenly Lamps. The censer master lit the
lamps as the priest chanted before the altar, and the lamps were then raised up the pole. The Second Emperor
through his medium emerged from the Inner Chamber and inspected the Nine Lamps and other altars in the
temple, before returning into the chamber. The palanquins, in the meantime, were returned to the special stage

after the deities were returned to the main altar.

By this time, various deities were descending on their mediums and they took turns to pay respects to
the Nine Emperor Gods. The Second Emperor God would also exchange greetings with them after he inspected
the Nine Lamps and on his way back to the Inner Chamber. The arrival of each patron god was marked with the
payment of respects to the temple’s respective deity by the respective spirit mediums.

>
Performance of rituals in front of the Bridge of Peace

and Safety by a Daoist priest.

ER PPN

All the temple goers observed the succeeding ritual of consecrating the Bridge of Peace and Safety.

Concluding the ritual, the Daoist priest led the censer master and devotees across the bridge as a form of blessing.
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Invitation of the Nine Emperor Gods’ censer into the

Inner Chamber by the censer master.
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450 Chapter 8 Kim San Tze Qing Gong and Da Shi Ye Rituals

Qing Gong and Da Shi Ye Rituals

Kim San Tze hosts a Qing Gong ritual every nine years. It is held not only for the blessings of the
devotees but also to display appreciation to their patron deities. In 2017, the rituals were conducted by Ci Fo
Shan Tang. This year was also rather special as the rituals for Da Shi Yi were also conducted together with the
Qing Gong. They last for two days. A special tentage and stage was set up within the compound of the temple,
with a table for offerings, and the crafting of an image of Ksitigarbha Bodhisattva with uncooked and dyed
long-grain rice, decorated with jewellery. On the first day, the rituals involved the invitation of Ksitigarbha
Bodhisattva and the Ten Kings of the Netherworld, followed by the Cleansing of the Five Cardinal Directions—
North, South, East, West and Central, which involved the Shan Tang members running around the compound

with coloured flags as part of the rituals, and the performance of the Walking with Lanterns ritual.

>
Fang Yan Kou

O

The second day’s rituals involved the invitation of the Ksitigarbha Bodhisattva and Da Shi Ye for the
Fang Yan Kou ritual during the day. The Fang Yan Kou ritual featured the showering of sweets, longevity peach
buns and money among the congregation of devotees. The Da Shi Ye image is also burnt as part of his sending-
off ceremony with joss paper and other paper offerings after the ritual. These rituals were aimed at protecting

devotees and the community from wandering spirits.
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452 Chapter 8 Kim San Tze Qing Gong and Da Shi Ye Rituals

>
Burning the Da Shi Ye image.

FALR LA 4RMR

>
Northern Dipper’s Spirit Soldiers and Origin Deities

Dipper.

b3 F A T )

The evening saw the consecration of the Northern Dipper’s armies and Origin Deities Dipper,
the Cleansing of the Five Directions and the Running with Prosperity Lantern rituals. The first began about
6.30pm. In this final ritual, a total of 22 lanterns—20 red and two yellow lanterns—were specially prepared,
and the ritual specialists would run with two lanterns within the temple compound and the Main Hall. Whilst
the yellow lanterns were intended for the Nine Emperor Gods, the other red lanterns were placed on auction
during the banquet commemorating the Nine Emperor Gods. After the yellow lanterns were handed to temple
members in charge of the Inner Chamber, temple members busied themselves with the hanging of 14 of the
red lanterns in the Main Hall. With the temple cleansed and lanterns blessed, the rituals culminated in burning

paper offerings for Ksitigarbha Bodhisattva.
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Chapter 8 Kim San Tze Qing Gong and Da Shi Ye Rituals

A
Qing Gong.

k.
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Running with Prosperity Lantern.
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456 Chapter 8 Kim San Tze Traditional Chinese Opera

Traditional Chinese Opera

>
Traditional Chinese Opera.

(EER S

The Nine Emperor Gods Festival at Kim San Tze also featured opera performances. 2017 saw the
temple invite opera troupes from two different dialect groups to ensure varied entertainment for deities and
devotees different language communities. Still, the fact that the temple is located in a residential estate rendered

necessary the conclusion of all performances by 10 pm.
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458

Chapter 8 Kim San Tze

Selection of the subsequent censer master

Selection of the subsequent censer master

Censer masters are usually chosen a year in advance. Likewise, Kim San Tze’s selections occur on
the fifth day of the ninth lunar month. Given the crucial role played by the censer master as the representative
of the Kim San Tze temple community in serving the Nine Emperor Gods during the festival and the immense
responsibilities and duties attached to the role only members of Kim San Tze can be considered for selection.
Thus, the censer master is required, for example, to reside in the temple throughout the festival until the lowering

of the Nine Heavenly Lamps on the tenth day of the ninth lunar month.

Considering the auspicious nature of the role, it is coveted by many devotees. Devotees believe
that blessings would be showered upon the censer master for the willingness to undertake the said heavy
responsibilities. Apart from the main censer master, the assistant censer masters and Toujia (Towkays) are also

selected on the fifth day.

In 2017, after the compilation of a list of interested candidates, the selection took place before the
main altar and the Second Emperor God. Divination blocks were cast as each name is read, and the number of
positive responses recorded. A gong was struck for each positive response. The candidates with the most number
of responses would be the main censer master and eight deputy censer masters, with a number of the candidates

with positive responses to become the towkays

Upon the conclusion of the tabulations, the results were immediately released and pinned on the

temple’s notice board.
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Selection of the following year’s censer master.
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Chapter 8 Kim San Tze  Yew Keng

>
Gift hampers by leaders of Kim San Tze.

SRV AL A A

>
The censer master leading Kim San Tze yew keng

contingent visiting other Nine Emperor Gods temples.

P el U B A

Yew Keng

Kim San Tze also organized a grander yew keng tour during the 2017 festival, involving the deity
palanquins. It also visited several temples which it did not visit the previous year. Nevertheless, the temple
would always visit Hong San Temple every year as it was the source of the incense which established Dou Shan
Gong in Kim San Tze temple. Apart from the receiving and sending-off ceremonies, the 2017 festival entailed
activating the palanquins for the temple’s procession, alias yew keng. The Nine Emperor Gods Festival witnesses
the annual visit by Kim San Tze to Hong San Temple, as the latter was the source of the sacred ashes that allowed

the former to conduct the Nine Emperor Gods worship.

Like other rituals, yew keng requires substantial preparatory work, including preparing fruit baskets
to be exchanged during the visits. Such fruit baskets are considered a basic etiquette of yew keng. The 2017 fruit

basket contained: eight oranges, a bunch of sweets and a small money-filled red packet.

The censer master has to lead devotees and followers during the yew keng. Furthermore, the main
censer master is responsible for bearing a small censer containing incense from Kim San Tze along with some

sandalwood in a shallow yellow plate during the procession for exchanging incense with the host temple.

Some committee members and volunteers would participate in the yew keng procession barefoot to

demonstrate the temple’s sincerity and “down-to-earth attitude”.
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Censer master exchanging incense with other Nine

Emperor Gods’ temples.
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Chapter 8 Kim San Tze  Yew Keng

>
Visit by Kim San Tze to Shen Xian Gong.

ELSFRIBMLE B

Some host temples welcomed and bid farewell to Kim San Tze by cracking a Ritual Whip.

There is a standard procedure observed during these visits to other temples. The Kim San Tze
delegation will pay respects to the host temple’s Nine Heavenly Lamps, the Jade Emperor, other present deities,
and the Nine Emperor Gods, and then conduct exchanges of incense and gifts before departure for the next
destination.

>

Visit to Kim San Tze by Hougang Dou Mu Gong.

SRS B L

These visits were important opportunities for the members of the two temples to catch up and
strengthen their ties. Given the ritual proceedings and the number of temples visited, the delegation only returned

to the temple at 11 pm in 2017—thereby marking the conclusion of the year’s yew keng.
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Chapter 8 Kim San Tze Nine Emperor Gods birthday celebration

>
Special offerings for the Nine Emperor Gods’ birthday

JUREHEIE HBFRH e o

Nine Emperor Gods birthday celebration

Kim San Tze organizes a birthday celebration for the Nine Emperor Gods in the wee hours of the
ninth day of the ninth lunar month , which begins the night before at 11pm. The 2017 birthday celebration
preparatory works began at 7 pm with temple members setting up tables outside the Inner Chamber for devotees’
food offerings. The offerings included a variety of Nonya kueh, longevity peach buns, Prosperity Cakes,
pineapples, joss paper and other food—most of which possessed auspicious meanings. The Nine Emperor Gods’

godchildren (Kweh Gia) also prepared fruit baskets offered to the Nine Emperor Gods in the Inner Chamber.

Besides the food offerings, devotees have also dedicated deity robes for the Nine Emperor Gods and the Jade
Emperor for the evening. These were different from the robes for the other deities, which would be burnt only
on the 10th day of the ninth lunar month, after the lowering of the Nine Heavenly Lamps and the closing of the

Inner Chamber.

The birthday celebration occurred late at night. The committee members began to light incense and
distribute them among the devotees. It was then that the eggless birthday cake was brought out. With the arrival
of hte Daoist priest, the celebrations and offerings began at around 10.45 pm that the vegetarian birthday cake

emerged, and the Daoist priests arrived to begin the celebrations.

As the priest chanted, the fruit baskets that had been offered to the Nine Emperor Gods by his
godchilren were taken out from the Inner Chamber and returned to the latter to be consumed by them for good

fortune.
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Finalisation of presentations by leaders of Kim San

Tze for the Nine Emperor Gods’ birthday.
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Chapter 8 Kim San Tze Nine Emperor Gods birthday celebration

>
Presentation of a vegetarian birthday cake to the Nine

Emperor Gods.
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>
65-66. Repacking and distributing food offerings

TR KA o

The ritual concluded with collecting the joss sticks from the devotees and placing them in the censer
outside the Inner Chamber with the assistance of the Nine Emperor Gods’ godchildren. Following the invitation
of the Second Emperor God’s medium from the Inner Chamber, devotees sang the Happy Birthday song in

multiple languages.

Following the celebrations and the return of the medium into the Inner Chamber, the censer master
uses the divination blocks to seek the permission of the Nine Emperor Gods to burn the deity robes for the other
deities. Once permission is granted, the joss paper and deity robes were transported to a special site to be burnt

joss papers and robes were transported to the incineration site via lorry.
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Transportation of deity robes for burning as

offerings.
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468 Chapter 8 Kim San Tze Nine Emperor Gods Sending-off Ceremony

>
Consecration of the Dragon Ship by the Daoist priest.

A AT T IR

Nine Emperor Gods Sending-off Ceremony

Kim San Tze holds the annual sending-off ceremony of the Nine Emperor Gods at East Coast Park on
the evening of the ninth day of the ninth lunar month. Unlike the invitation ceremony, the sending-off ceremony
involves the decoration of a Dragon Ship with paper figures and several flags emblazoned with the temple’s

name.

Arriving at Kim San Tze at around 3:10 pm for the consecration ritual in the Main Hall, the Daoist
priests informed the deities about the impending sending-off ceremony. During this time, temple members were

busy completing their final preparations for the Dragon Ship for the consecration ceremony.

The Daoist priest dipped a Chinese ink brush in a teacup filled with red ink and dotted various areas of the Dragon

Ship whilst chanting to consecrate it.

An advance party departed for East Coast Park by lorry with the necessary paraphernalia and equipment at

around 5.50 pm.

In the temple, the Daoist priest began the ritual for closing the Bridge of Blessing. The oil lamp at
the bottom of the bridge was moved to the altar in the Main Hall. Offerings and talismans were removed from the
bridge after the Daoist Priest tapped it with a ritual sword at several places. The bridge was moved to make way
for the next ritual. What ensued was the gathering of committee members and devotees in front of the main altar

in the Main Hall for the performance of Three Bows and Nine Genuflections.

Led by the censer master, the procession to the beach began with the palanquins following and were
filled with gold and silver ingot-shaped joss paper. As this was the last chance to carry the palanquins for the year,
and especially the Nine Emperor Gods palanquin to send the deities off, many temple helpers took turns to carry
them in the temple as they prepared to depart, and also at the beach. The palanquins were borne successively by
many temple helpers. The grandness of the affair was marked by the celebratory throwing of joss paper into the

air upon the first palanquin’s crossing of the threshold.
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Temple members preparing the altar for the sending-

off ceremony at the beach.
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470 Chapter 8 Kim San Tze Nine Emperor Gods Sending-off Ceremony

>
Sealing of the Bridge by the Daoist priest.
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>
Devotees are filling a metal cage with their white

headscarves, yellow girdles and joss paper.
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Upon arrival at the beach, devotees were asked to remove their white bandanas and yellow clothes
from their heads, waists and wrists, respectively, and to place them in a metal cage for burning at the end of the
sending-off ceremony. Upon reaching the beach, the main censer master placed the Nine Emperor Gods’ censer
on the altar table at the beach. Following closely behind were temple members bearing the Dragon Ship. The
palanquins were swaying whilst running into open spaces. All in all, there was a sense of heightened energy with

the sounding of the drums and cymbals alongside the swaying of the palanquins.
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Devotees performing the Three Bows and Nine

Genuflections.

AT ZFEMAL.

W P R K TR R 2 I 2 . BRI DR OT IR S AREN T . 2T
B L THFUINESERE —KIGER, THELEEH. MWhls. %7F, 45E—%E
BrEsa IR SRS I A BURIRBL

<
Arrival of the Dragon Ship at East Coast Park.
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472 Chapter 8 Kim San Tze Nine Emperor Gods Sending-off Ceremony

>
The arrival of the palanquins at the beach.

EHHRIRA

>
Incineration of the Dragon Ship.

BRI

After the contingent reached the beach at about 9.30pm, the palanquins charged towards the sea, and
stopped in front of the altar. The censer master then invited the censer from one of the palanquins to the altar.
The yellow decorations on the palanquin were removed and placed in the metal cage for burning. The three
Daoist priests then prepared to begin the ritual. Lighted incense had been distributed to the devotees present, who
were also instructed to kneel down. The priests began their chanting. At the end of the ritual, the Daoist priests

led the congregation in shouting “Huat ah” several times.

The burning of the Dragon Ship was the next important ritual, and a highlight of the sending-off
ceremony. Led by the Daoist priest, temple members helped to push the vessel into the sea and lit torches to set
the ship ablaze. It was then towed out to open sea using a small boat. The temple members on this small boat

will also release small tortoise-shaped buns into the sea, symbolizing the releasing of animals.

Then, the incense sticks were then collected from the congregation and planted into the censer.
The main and assistant censer masters then carried the censer towards the sea, with the other temple members
assisting them. When the water reached the level of the chest, the censer master sent off the censer, to be
carried away by the waves. Everybody’s eyes would be on the censer as it floated away on the waves. It
is believed that the further and longer the censer floats, the better the year ahead will be. After the censer
disappeared from view, the temple members and devotees would rush into the sea and splash themselves with
seawater to symbolize the washing away of their bad luck. The yellow and white cloth, yellow accessories

and joss paper in the metal cage were then burnt, marking the end of the sending-off ceremony at sea.
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Dispatching of the Nine Emperor Gods’ censer.
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474 Chapter 8 Kim San Tze Nine Emperor Gods Sending-off Ceremony

>
Sending off the Nine Emperor Gods’ censer.
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After the conclusion of the ceremony, the censer master carried a small tray and a vessel with the
incense of the Nine Emperor Gods, and led the contingent back to the temple. He then headed for the Inner
Chamber with the vessel while the palanquins were brought back to the main hall for dismantling and putting into

storage. The deities were also invited back to the main altar by the temple members.
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Return of the censer master to the temple.
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476 Chapter 8 Kim San Tze

>
Lowering the Heavenly Lamps.

AT

Lowering the Nine Emperor Gods’ Nine Heavenly Lamps, the sending-off of The Jade Emper-
or, and the sealing of the Inner Chamber’s door

Lowering the Nine Emperor Gods’ Nine Heavenly
Lamps, the sending-off of The Jade Emperor,
and the sealing of the Inner Chamber’s door

On the 10™ day of the ninth lunar month, temple helpers started early by removing festival decorations
and shifting the palanquins to the outside of the temple’s Inner Chamber. The helpers were in their regular
clothing rather than festival-related white outfits signifying the return to normalcy. The main rituals on the tenth
day revolve around the lowering of the Nine Emperor Gods Heavenly Lamps, sending-off of the Jade Emperor,

and sealing the Inner Chamber’s doors.

Arriving at 10am, the Daoist priest proceeded to the Main Hall for the ritual. to conduct rituals there
before proceeding outside to conduct the ritual for the lowering of the Nine Emperor Gods” Heavenly Lamps.
The temple helpers then lowered the Nine Lamps, keeping them into storage. The Nine Lamps were an important
part of the festival’s ritual set-up. The censer master plays an important role in the refilling of the oil lamps and
their lowering and raising every morning and evening. The lowering of the Nine Lamps represents the end of

the Nine Emperor Gods Festival.

The Daoist priest and temple helpers then proceeded to conduct the sending-off ritual for the Jade
Emperor. The paper offerings were then brought to a metal enclosure some distance away and the priest begins
chanting. He then asks the censer master to light the offerings. They then circumambulated the burning offerings
while rice wine was poured around the enclosure. Rice wine was furthermore poured around the site during the

process of circumambulation around the metal cage.

Returning to the Main Hall, the Daoist priest ended the ritual with a short chant. After a short break,
the priest and helpers returned to the Main Hall for another ritual to inform the temple’s deities about the end of

the festival.

The temple helpers then began to dismantle the yellow decorations and put up the red ones. The
doors of the Inner Chamber were also closed and sealed at about 5pm, only to be opened the next year. This

marked the end of the Nine Emperor Gods Festival.
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Burning the incense paper offerings.
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478 Chapter 8 Kim San Tze 69th Anniversary and Celebration Banquet of the Kim San Tze Temple Association | Conclusion

>
The arrival of Mr Edwin Tong, the Member of

Parliament (MP) for Marine Parade GRC, for the

celebration.
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69" Anniversary and Celebration Banquet of the
Kim San Tze Temple Association

After the festival, Kim San Tze organized a banquet to celebrate its 69th anniversary and to thank
its supporters, volunteers, and devotees for their help during the festival. The banquet was also aimed at raising
funds for the daily operations of the temple and its events. There was an auction of auspicious items, including
the Qing Gong lanterns mentioned earlier. A temple helper carried a piggy-bank from table to table collecting
donations, with the piggy-bank to be auctioned later. The auction also included the donation of necessities such

as adult diapers to Non-Profit Organizations and charities.

The Guest of Honour for the 2017 banquet was Member of Parliament (MP) for Marine Parade GRC,
Mr Edwin Tong. The conclusion of the auction with the successful auction of the final item coincided with the
conclusion of the night’s dinner and celebrations. Temple committee members and helpers stood at the entrance

to bid farewell to the guests.

Conclusion

Kim San Tze has a history of over seventy years. Beginning as a temple dedicated to Sakyamuni Buddha, and
a stalwart of their community in Kampong Chai Chee, it had invited incense from Hong San temple for the
convenience of the residents and devotees in the area, and become a new centre for the Nine Emperor Gods
Festival in the district. Since then, it had moved to a new district and established itself as a key hub for the Nine
Emperor Gods Festival in Jalan Ulu Siglap. As the new generation takes over from the old, a very important
guiding principle has been the emphasis on a strict adherence to its traditions. With its incense lineage to two of
the most important Nine Emperor Gods temples in Singapore and Malaysia, namely Hong San Temple and Nan
Tian Gong in Ampang, it has provided the incense for new Nine Emperor Gods Festival centres in Taiwan. Kim
San Tze will continue to be an important hub for the preservation and transmission of the traditions of the Nine

Emperor Gods Festival in the years to come.
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