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Preface 

From the founding of the temple in 1919, to the completion of restoration works in 2019, 

the Kew Ong Yah Temple (Upper Serangoon Road) has stood firmly by Singapore's side, 

keeping company and bearing witness to the history of the past one hundred years. The 

seemingly unending flock of worshippers, the endless curl of incense smoke, the quaint 

heritage buildings - they all but whisper to the onlooker how a century of vicissitudes had 

quietly unfolded. 

Back in 2006, we issued a special publication in Chinese outlining the history, architecture 

and celebrations of the Kew Ong Yah Temple. Over the past 10 years, more and more experts 

and scholars - including those from the National Heritage Board and the Nanyang 

Technological University, as well as a growing number of English-speaking devotees, have 

developed a keen interest in the worship of the Nine Emperor Gods as well as the history of 

the Kew Ong Yah Temple, yet were not able to satisfy their curiosity on the subject matter due 

to a dearth of materials in the English language. Thus, the idea for an English-language 

publication was mooted. 

The belief of the Nine Emperors Gods is extremely widespread in Southeast Asia, even 

as it is rarely practiced in mainland China nowadays. Laying beneath the history of the temple 

could well be a heroic tale of anti-Manchu rebels fleeing to exile and taking refuge in Nanyang 

following the collapse of the résistance movement in China. Stories and legends like these and 

questions like why is the Octagonal Tower in the temple perpetually sealed and out-of-bounds 

to visitors? Why is a temple consecrated to the Nine Emperor Gods known instead as the 

Temple to Lady Mother of the Dipper in this part of the world? How does one explain the 

sudden appearance of the Nine Emperor Gods from the sea - apparently from nowhere? Yes, 

and why is there not a single idol or image of the Nine Emperor Gods in a temple dedicated to 

their worship? And indeed, why are devotees required to go on a fast and dress in all white for 

the birthday celebrations of the Nine Emperor Gods? ... questions such as these continue to 

intrigue believers and non-believers alike. As the only temple in what used to be the rural 

outskirts of Singapore that has been gazetted as a national monument - with its Chinese roof 

and upturned eaves, its brick walls and carved beams - just what kind of a message are the 

original builders trying to communicate through all this overt symbolism? 

It is my hope that this humble booklet can open the gates for our English-speaking friends 

to traverse into the mysterious realm of the Nine Emperor Gods to obtain a deeper 

understanding about the myriad deities enshrined at the temple in the midst of the never-ending 

swirls and twirls of incense that seem to emit from within. 

  

 

Tan Thiam Lye BBM(L) 

Chairman, Singapore Taoist Federation 

Chairman, Trust Management Committee of the Kew Ong Yah Temple (Upper 

Serangoon Road) 

July 2019 
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Its Establishment in Singapore 

The Hougang Tao Mu Temple is the oldest temple in Singapore that is dedicated to the 

worship of the Nine Emperor Gods (九皇爷 or Jiuhuang Ye). Throughout its history, the temple 

has been popularly known as Kew Ong Yah temple among the Hokkien and Teochew 

communities. 

According to anecdotal accounts and temple inscriptions, the founders of Hougang Tao 

Mu Temple invited the incense of the Nine Emperor Gods from Tow Boe Keong Kew Ong Tai 

Tay Temple （槟城香港巷九皇大帝庙） in Penang - an old temple that was established in 

1842. During the mid-19th century, tin-mining industry bloomed in Southeast Asia. Many 

Chinese who lived in the coastal regions in Southeast China left for Penang to make a living. 

A majority of them were from Fujian province. According to Khoo Poh Ong, the fourth 

generation caretaker of Tow Boe Keong, the incense of the Nine Emperor Gods was brought 

to Penang by a Fujian captain and his crew on their voyage to Penang. Back then, medical 

conditions were poor, and epidemics were common. It was said that practicing Jiuhuang retreat 

(九皇斋) could help eliminate disasters and relief diseases. Naturally, people started to pray to 

the Nine Emperor Gods for protection. As time passed, the worship of the Nine Emperor Gods 

took rooted and spread far and wide. 

Soon, it became a custom for Chinese merchants who set foot on Penang to pray to the 

Nine Emperor Gods at the temple. Among them was Ong Choo Kee （王珠玑）, a Chinese 

merchant from Nan’an county of Fujian province. Ong Choo Kee prayed for divine help at 

Tow Boe Keong during his business trip to Penang. He vowed that he would venerate the Nine 

Emperor Gods for the rest of his life if he was granted success in his business deals in Penang. 

When his prayers were answered, Ong Choo Kee acquired some incense from the temple and 

brought it to Singapore in 1902 (the 28th year of Qing Emperor Guangxu). He then proceeded 

to set up an altar for the Nine Emperor Gods in his residence at Lim Loh village of Hougang 

4th Milestone. The altar was later relocated as a shrine to Boundary Road near Lorong Chuan. 

As the story of Ong Choo Kee’s success spread, the shrine saw an increase in the number 

of devotees, who were mainly Hokkiens and Teochews living in the surrounding area. Among 

them was Ong Chwee Tow （王水斗）, a self-made pineapple tycoon from Zhao’an county 

of Fujian province. Ong Chwee Tow was not a pineapple tycoon right from the start. He used 

to work for Tan Kah Kee was a rickshaw rider, and later became a hawker. Throughout his 

hard years, he wanted to succeed, and throughout these years, he prayed to the Nine Emperor 

Gods. His fortune finally came during the First World War, when the pineapple price hiked. 

He built his fortune and decided that he should donate a land parcel at Hougang 5th Milestone 

for the construction of a proper temple to house the Nine Emperor Gods. The temple was named 

“Dou Mu Gong”, which literally means “Palace of the Dipper Mother”.  

Throughout the history of Hougang Tao Mu Temple, two stone steles were erected. The 

first one was erected in 1921 to record a brief history that led to the construction of the temple, 

and to commemorate the benefactors who donated towards the construction. According to the 
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inscription on this stele, the land of the temple was acquired in 1919, and the construction was 

completed in 1921. The names of the 29 benefactors who donated more than 100 Straits 

Settlements dollars are inscribed. There is also a mention of the 190 benefactors who donated 

less than 100 dollars.  

The second stele was erected in 1925 to acknowledge the benefactors who donated 

towards the maintenance of the temple, including the repair works of the outdoor stage that 

was used for wayang (Chinese street opera) performances during festivals until it was 

demolished for the widening of Upper Serangoon Road in 1998. The names of the 16 

benefactors who donated more than 10 dollars are inscribed on the stele. There is also a mention 

of the 50 benefactors who donated less than 10 dollars. 

The contents of the two steles also reflect the demographics of the time. On the first stele, 

in particular, the dialect groups of two benefactors were highlighted: Hainanese and Hakka. 

During the 19th century, the Chinese population in Singapore was segregated into five major 

dialect groups: Hokkien, Cantonese, Teochew, Hainanese, and Hakka. Hougang was populated 

by the Hokkiens and Teochews, hence Hougang Tao Mu Temple was frequented by Hokkien 

and Teochew worshippers. It was relatively uncommon for the Hainanese and Hakkas to visit 

the temple, and even more so for them to donate to the temple. 

 

Since its establishment, Hougang Tao Mu Temple quickly gained popularity. During the 

ninth lunar month especially, devotees from all over Singapore gathered at the temple for the 

birthday celebration of the Nine Emperor Gods which includes inviting the Gods, pageant of 

immortals and sending the Gods off at the beach followed by parades. “The Nine Emperor 

Gods enjoy merriment,” said the devotees. 

 

1.1 the two stone steles with 

names of donators 
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However, their popularity declined after a few decades. Major events like the Nine 

Emperor Gods Festival celebration were scaled down.  

 

 

Placed under Public Trusteeship 

 As the temple, located at No. 779A, Upper Serangoon Road, was facing issues in its 

day-to-day operations, in June 2004, the-then MP of Aljunied GRC Cynthia Phua approached 

Mr Chan Soo Sen, who was the Minister of State of Community Development & Sports at that 

time, to help look for a professional who had the capability to manage the temple. Mr Chan 

and representatives from the People’s Association then met with Mr Tan Thiam Lye, who was 

President of the Singapore Taoist Federation as well as the Honorary Secretary of the Lorong 

Koo Chye Sheng Hong Temple and encouraged him to set up a management committee in 

order to take over the running of this century-old Taoist Temple. The government departments 

concerned all felt that Mr Tan had plenty of experience in managing temples, as evident from 

his achievements in this area over the years. Thus, Mr Tan was entrusted with this mission at a 

critical and difficult moment in the temple’s history and began plans to take over the 

management of the Kew Ong Yah Temple at Upper Serangoon Road. 

A management committee was formed for the day-to-day operations of the temple 

temporarily, while at the same time submitting the application to set up the Kew Ong Yah 

1.2 This is an old photograph (undated) of the Hougang Tao Mu Temple that was found 

in the National Archives. From the background, it looks like the temple was built 

among the shrub of an undeveloped plot of land. Compared to the simple attap house 

by its side, the Hougang Tao Mu Temple was certainly a great leap forward. (courtesy 

of the National Archives of Singapore) 
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Temple Management Committee with the Registrar of Societies. Ms Cynthia Phua also 

recommended two grassroots leaders from Paya Lebar – Messrs Lim Heng Chye and Tan Guan 

Chai– to sit on the new Management Committee. On 13 Aug 2004, together with 

representatives from the Attorney-General’s Chambers, the Protector of Charities as well as the 

Public Trustee, Mr Tan Thiam Lye and his committee took over the running of the Kew Ong 

Yah Temple on behalf of the Singapore Taoist Federation. On 2 Sep 1004, the Registrar of 

Societies approved Mr Tan’s application to set up the Kew Ong Yah Temple Management 

Committee and the latter was officially set up, comprised of representatives from 10 different 

temples. 

 

 

Revival of Celebrations 

 After the management committee was set up, the first thing that Mr Tan Thiam Lye did 

as president of the new committee was to revive the birthday celebrations of the Nine Emperor 

Gods – the most important religious activity of the temple. From 13 to 24 Oct 2004, the 

management committee held the very first Nine Emperor Gods birthday celebrations since it 

took over the running of the temple. Once again, devotees in Singapore had the opportunity to 

witness firsthand this very ancient and grand religious activity. As of this year, the temple’s 

management committee has already organized 15 birthday celebrations of the Nine Emperor 

Gods, with each celebration bigger than the previous years’. The celebrations have also had the 

effect of bringing the various Nine Emperor God temples located in Singapore and Malaysia 

closer together and connecting them to one another, thus helping to rebuild an international 

network of devotees of the Nine Emperor Gods. In 2006, the temple published a Chinese book 

entitled “The Sacred Site of the Nine Emperor Gods – the Hougang Tao Mu Temple”, giving a 

detailed account of the origins of the belief in the Nine Emperor Gods, the history of the temple, 

its architectural style as well as its celebrations and activities. The book has now become an 

important reference material of the Singapore National Heritage Board. 
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 In 2009, the temple organized the “Inter-racial and Religious Confidence Circle” (IRCC) 

event. The activity, which lasted 13 days, included holding exchange programmes with 

representatives from other religions including the Roman Catholic community, the Muslim 

community, the Buddhist community as well as the Hindu community. The Kew Ong Yah 

Temple also organized traditional Chinese lion and dragon dance performances in the places 

of worship of the other religions, and in so doing, helped to promote dialogue and mutual 

understanding between local Taoists and members of other faiths. 

1.4 celebration in 2004  

1.5 The Sacred Site of the Nine 

Emperor Gods – the Hougang 

Tao Mu Temple 

1.6 Inter-racial and Religious 

Confidence Circle” (IRCC) event 



8 

 

 

Temple comes under New Management 

 During the end of 2013, a lawsuit involving the land-ownership and management rights 

of the Kew Ong Yah Temple was heard in the High Court in Singapore. On 6 Nov 2014, the 

High Court ordered the Public Trustee's Office to hand over the temple - located at Nos. 779 & 

779A Upper Serangoon Road – to five people appointed as trustees of the temple. On 23 Dec 

2014, the Kew Ong Yah Temple (Upper Serangoon) obtained approval from the MCCY－

Charities Unit to be registered as a charitable organization. Subsequently, the Hougang Tao Mu 

Temple deregistered itself with the Registrar of Societies. 

 In 2015, the Kew Ong Yah Temple (Upper Serangoon) Trust Management Committee 

appointed Mr Tan Thiam Lye as its chairman, Mr Ling Kin Huat as Honorary Secretary and 

Mr Tan Tee Sea as Treasurer, putting them in charge of the administrative and financial affairs 

of the temple. However, the annual Nine Emperor Gods’ birthday celebrations remained under 

the purview of the Nine Emperors Celebrations Committee and its 72 committee members. 

From 2004 - when the Hougang Tao Mu Temple Management Committee was first set 

up, to 2015 - when the Kew Ong Yah Temple (Upper Serangoon) Trust Management 

Committee was registered with the authorities, the Chinese name of the temple remained the 

same as it was for the past century, i.e. the Hougang Tao Mu Temple. 

 

Restoration of a National Monument 

On 14 Jan 2005, the Hougang Tao Mu Temple (Kew Ong Yah Temple) was gazetted as a 

National 

Monument and 

placed under the 

protection of the 

Preservation of 

Monuments Board, 

making it an 

important historical 

and heritage site in 

Singapore. 

1.7  
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However, long-term exposure to the elements caused severe damage to the temple including 

leaking roofs and cracking walls and put the building in grave danger of collapse. 

On 27 Dec 2015, the Kew Ong Yah Temple (Upper Serangoon) Trust Management 

Committee chose an auspicious date to carry out restoration works of the century-old temple. 

While the newly-restored Kew Ong Yah Temple preserved the façade of the original building, 

all the altars within were given a new look. Within the main hall were enshrined the main 

deities: the Nine Emperor Gods and the Lady Mother of the Dipper, in addition to the widely-

revered deities including Guangze Zunwang, Lu Ban (the Patron Saint of Builders and 

Carpenters), Supreme Emperor of the Dark Heaven, 

Justice Bao, Confucius, The Lotus Prince (also known 

as Prince Nezha), The Monkey God and  Tua Pek 

Kong etc. 

In 2019, repair works of the main hall, the Hall of 

the Tai Sui (a group of 60 Taoist deities also known as 

the Grand Dukes Of Jupiter – each in charge of one 

particular year of the 60 years cycle of the Chinese 

Lunar Calendar), the office building as well as the 

carpark were finally completed, and the temple no 

longer had to depend on plastic awning to provide 

shelter from the rains. At the same time, the temple also ushered in a historic moment - its 

100th anniversary. 

1.8 photo of Kew Ong Yah Temple in 

unknown year 
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1.9 Kew Ong Yah Temple in 2019 
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The Northern Dipper, Dipper Mother, and Nine Emperors (Jiuhuang)  

The worship of the Nine Emperor Gods or Jiuhuang Ye stemmed from the worship of 

the Northern Dipper (北斗) - the asterism that consists of seven bright stars of the constellation 

Ursa Major (i.e. Dubhe 天枢, Merak 天璇, Phecda 天玑, Megrez 天权, Alioth 玉衡, Mizar 开

阳, Alkaid 瑶光), and two other stars that were not visible to the naked eye. Together, these 

nine stars form the Celestial Net (天罡 or Tiangang), which was used in ancient China for 

celestial navigation and the formulation of the calendar. Following the spread of Taoism, the 

stars that form the Celestial Net were anthropomorphized as Astral Lords of the Northern 

Dipper (北斗星君 or Beidou Xingjun). 

 

Due to the widespread belief that the Southern Dipper watches over the living while the 

Northern Dipper rules over death, the Astral Lords of the Northern Dipper soon became known 

as deities who could determine how long humans lived. Subsequently, the practices of Lidou 

(Venerating the Dipper) and offering prayers to the Lady Mother of the Dipper gained 

popularity among Taoists. 

Many legends were told of the anthropomorphism of Astral Lords of the Northern Dipper. 

The most popular one was derived from Scripture on the Origin of the Northern Dipper 《玉

清无上灵宝自然北斗本生真经》. According to this scripture, Doumu or Lady of Purple 

Radiance (紫光夫人) gave her husband Zhou Yu （周御） nine sons who were transformed 

1.10 seven bright stars of the 

constellation Ursa Major 
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from nine lotuses by magic. Two of the nine sons later became the Great Emperor Celestial 

Sovereign (天皇大帝 or Tianhuang Dadi), and the Great Emperor of the Purple Tenuity (紫微

大帝 or Ziwei Dadi). Both Tianhuang Dadi and Ziwei Dadi are among the Four Heavenly 

Ministers (四御). The other sons are known respectively as Lusty Wolf (贪狼), Giant Gate (巨

门), Store of Wealth (禄存), Civil Chief (文曲), Pure and Chaste (廉贞), Military Chief (武曲

), and Troop Destroyer (破军). Together, the nine sons are known as the Nine Emperor Gods. 

The Lady of Purple Radiance eventually became known as the Lady Mother of the Dipper - 

with three eyes and four heads, and four arms each on both sides of her body.  Among the 

ancient Chinese, the worship of the various stars of the Northern Dipper thus evolved from the 

initial veneration of the Astral Lords of the Northern Dipper to the ultimate worship of the 

Lady Mother of the Dipper and the Nine Emperor Gods. 

“Dou Mu Gong” (literally “Palace of the Dipper Mother”) is named after Lady Mother 

of the Dipper, amicably called Doumu, or Lady Ancestress of the Dipper (斗姥元君 or Doulao 

Yuanjun). So why is a temple that worships the Nine Emperor Gods or Jiuhuang called “Palace 

of the Dipper Mother”? In the Taoist cosmology, Doumu is the feminine aspect of the cosmic 

God of Heaven. She is perceived as the mother of the nine Star Lords of the Northern Dipper 

(北斗). A long time ago, these deities were totally unrelated at all. How they eventually became 

members of the same family - a mother and her nine sons - was a very long process in itself 

and was the result of efforts by Taoist priests and clergy over the centuries. In popular religion, 

Doumu is also perceived as the mother of Jiuhuang, but different stories are told of whether 

Jiuhuang refers to nine gods, or a god whose name has a jiu ‘nine’ in it. In many places in 

Southeast Asia, Jiuhuang refers to a single deity, and is always represented not by a statue, but 

an incense urn.  
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Lidou, Jiuhuang Retreat, and the Nine Emperor Gods Worship 

Jiuhuang retreat is an important part of the Jiuhuang worship, and this retreat has its 

origin in the ritual of Lidou (礼斗, Worship of the Dipper). Lidou dated far back to ancient 

China. It was written in the 103rd chaper of The Romance of the Three Kingdoms that Zhuge 

Liang intended to conduct the ritual of Lidou before the Battle of Weishui to prolong his life. 

The ritual had to be carried out seven days in a row, and throughout the seven days, the 

candlelight should not be put out. On the sixth day, however, Zhuge Liang accidentally 

extinguished the candlelight. The ritual failed and he died not long after.  

There are of course elements of hyperbole in novels, but the practice of Lidou was 

common in ancient China. According to the Descriptions of Scenic Spots during the Different 

Seasons in the Imperial Capital （《帝京岁时纪胜》）, it was common for Taoist temples 

across China to set up an altar to pay respect to the Nine Emperor Gods during the birthday 

celebration of Doumu. The ritual of Lidou was conducted, and offerings were made. 

Throughout the celebration, which took place from the last day of the 8th lunar month to the 

9th day of the 9th lunar month, Taoist priests and devotees would practice Jiuhuang Retreat (

九皇斋).  It is believed that practicing Jiuhuang Retreat helps to eliminate disasters, cure 

diseases, and ultimately achieve longevity. As such, the practice is still carried out nowadays 

in many places across the Mainland China, including Sichuan, Yunnan, Guangdong, Jiangsu, 

Beijing, etc. 

Southeast Asian devotees of the Nine Emperor Gods celebrate the Festival somewhat 

differently. In fact, Southeast Asians have different stories on the origin of the Nine Emperor 

Gods worship. Let’s look at these stories one at a time. 

Countless theories abound on the origins of the Nine Emperor Gods. Below are some of 

the more common legends about the Nine Emperor Gods that are in circulation among the 

overseas Chinese in Southeast Asia. 
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Legends 

 

Legend No.1: 

The Nine Emperor Gods as the nine legendary figures of ancient China - Fuxi, Shennong, 

Yellow Emperor, Shaohao, Zhuanxu, Emperor Ku, Emperor Yao, Emperor Shun, and 

Emperor Yu. 

These legendary figures were once leaders of the ancient Chinese people, who were the 

ancestors of what later became the Han ethnic group in China. They were respectedly called 

huang (皇  or ‘emperor’) in many literary works. Although these nine emperors were 

important in Chinese folklore, they should not be confused with the Nine Emperor Gods, 

particularly not the Nine Emperor Gods worshipped in Southeast Asia. 

 

Legend No.2:  

The Nine Emperor Gods as revolutionary martyrs of the Qin Dynasty 

Emperor Qin Shi Huang’s second son Huhai was enthroned instead as the second emperor 

of Qin, later known as Qin Ershi （秦二世）. Qin Ershi was never groomed to be an 

emperor. After he took the throne, he depended very much on eunuch Zhao Gao 赵高 to the 

extent that Zhao Gao was made the Premier. Premier Zhao was cruel. People suffered under 

his rule. Soon, bandits and brigands grew in numbers and attacked the capital of Qin from 

all directions. Nine men who swore loyalty to one another and became blood brothers soon 

plotted secretly to raise an army to overthrow the Qin regime. 

Unfortunately, news leaked out about the mysterious nine sworn brothers, and they were 

killed and decapitated. Their heads were taken away, and the bodies were left where they 

were. Villagers took pity of the nine sworn brothers and placed their bodies in nine ceramic 

urns. They set the urns in the river, so that the bodies could float out to the sea. A few years 

later, the Han dynasty overthrew the Qin dynasty. At the same time, the urns that contained 

the bodies of the nine sworn brothers miraculously floated back to the village. The villagers 

were amazed, so they collected the bodies and gave them proper burial. None of the villagers 

knew the names of the sworn brothers, but they believed that the coming back of the urn 

must have had certain significance. So, they built a shrine for the sworn brothers. Since then, 

they have made their power felt by protecting the village from harm. They villagers were 

grateful, and in reverence, they reported the incident to the court through a local leader. The 

court was amazed, and the nine sworn brothers were conferred the title of Royal Lord (王爷 

or Wangye), and they are collectively known as the Nine Royal Lords（九王爷）. 
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Although known and revered as royal lords, the nine sworn brothers should not be confused 

with the diety of the Wangye worship （王爷信仰） in Taoism, in which Wangye refers to 

divine emissaries who tour the world of the living on behalf of the celestial realm to expel 

diseases and evil from those who pray to them. The nine sworn brothers are only preyed upon 

and respected as local heroes. It seems unlikely that the Nine Emperor Gods worshipped in 

Southeast Asia refer to these local heroes. Hence, this legend is not widely accepted as the 

origin of the Nine Emperor Gods worship, particularly not in Southeast Asia. 

Furthermore, the secret society “Hung Society” （洪门）could trace its origins to the Qin 

and Han period in China. As a secret society dedicated to the overthrow of the Manchus and 

the restoration of the Ming dynastic rule, the Hung Society held its members together using 

the twin virtues of "righteousness" and "loyalty". Due to its secretive nature, resource 

materials of the Society are often hidden from the public eye. The numerous branches of the 

Society further contribute to differing interpretations on its historical origins. The above 

legend could thus be regarded as one account of the origins and founding of the Hung Society. 

 

Legend No.3:  

The founders of the Hung Society and the incense urn 

According to the book 330 years of the Hung Society（《见证洪门三百三十年》）, the 

founders of The Hung Society - Cai Deying（蔡德英）, Fang Dacheng（方大成）, Ma 

Chaoxing（马超兴）, Hu Dedi（胡得帝）, and Li Shikai（李式开） - sought shelter from 

rebel leader Zheng Chenggong, after they were listed as wanted by the Qing court. Zheng 

Chenggong proceeded to send them away to foment unrest around Fujian, Guangdong, and 

Guilin. When they arrived at the Southern Shaolin Temple at Mount Nine Lotus 九莲山 in 

Putian county, they were received by Monk Zhitong（智通和尚）, who taught them martial 

arts, and discussed the uprising plans with them. However, their activities were eventually 

exposed, and the temple was burnt to ashes. The five founders fled to Gaoxi Temple （高溪

庙）at Shicheng county in Huizhou in Guangdong province（广东惠州石城县）.  

One day, when they were resting by the river, an object floated down towards them. They 

picked up the object, which appeared to be a white cauldron that was carved out of granite. 

On the bottom of the urn, was an inscription in Hanliu (汉留) code (a secret code created by 

the Hung Society) spelt “五十二斤十三两” (wushier jin shisan liang, literally “52 catties 

and 13 ounces”), which translate into “五湖，南北二京，十三省” (literally “five lakes, 

Beijing, Nanjing, and 13 provinces”). This urn bears the significant importance of incense 

urns in the revolution to oppose the Qing and restore the Ming.  

An important component of this legend is the joss incense burner, which incidentally 

corresponds with the practice of praying to the joss incense burners among devotees of the 
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Nine Emperor Gods. In the early days, members of the Hung Society committed many brave 

and heroic acts in their efforts to "Overthrow the Qing and Restore the Ming", and left behind 

countless legends. As a secret society, the Hung Society needed to devise a set of unique 

codes and signals to avoid detection. Chinese temples and its deities – with their aura of 

mystery and ability to strike fear into the hearts of many – naturally became one of ways 

members used to communicate secretly with each other. Indeed, many legends surrounding 

the founding of the Hung Society often involved personalities who had ties with either 

Buddhism or Taoism. 

 

Legend No.4:  

Celebrating the Nine Emperor Gods festival in commemoration of The Hung Society leader 

Wan Yunlong 

This legend is one of the legends that are more commonly known to Southeast Asian 

worshippers of the Nine Emperor Gods. It is widely circulated in Ampang of Kuala Lumpur, 

where devotees believe that the Nine Emperor Gods Festival is held in commemoration of 

Wan Yunlong （万云龙）, the respectable leader of the Hung Society.  

On the 9th day of the 9th lunar month in 1734 (the Jiayin Year during the reign of Qing 

Emperor Yongzheng 清雍正甲寅年), Wan Yunlong was killed in the battle he led against 

the Qing military at Changsha of Hunan province. His troop members fled to Hainan Island, 

and subsequently to Siam (currently Thailand) by sea. As they were not welcomed by the 

Siam government, they were forced to move further southwards, and finally settled in 

Penang. Some of the troop members went further south and settled in Ampang of Kuala 

Lumpur. These remnants of the Hung Society were loyalists of the Ming Dynasty. On the 

surface, they were making a living through agriculture; in secret they were forming secret 

societies to unite fellow Ming loyalists in order to overthrow the Qing government. 

During the initiation ceremony of one of their members, police officers barged in to 

investigate. The police officers demanded to know what they were doing, and one of the 

leaders said they were praying to the gods for protection and peace. The setup did look like 

someone was praying, because there wasn’t any idol to be seen. So the police officers asked 

to what or whom they were praying to. One of the leaders wittily pointed to the incense urn 

and claimed that it represented the gods’ presence. The police officers were not convinced 

and asked what the names of the gods were. The “Nine Emperor Gods,” they said. The police 

officers had not heard of the Nine Emperor Gods, but they thought the whole dialogue and 

the setting made sense, so they left. Since then, Nine Emperor Gods devotees in Kuala 

Lumpur began to pray to an incense urn in place of a sculpture or statue. 

Wan Yunlong is a heroic character often found in the legends of the Hung Society and the 

Heaven and Earth Society. However, did Wan really exist? Or was he an imaginary character 
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created by the authors of the legends? Or did the authors intend to use him to refer to another 

person? Till this day, academics have failed to come to any conclusion regarding these 

questions. Suffice it to say that these legends showed us the links between the Chinese deities 

and the secret societies. 

 

Legend No.5:  

Lord Lu- The lineage of the ninth prince of Emperor Hongwu of the Ming dynasty 

This legend is one of the more convincing legends that refer to the Nine Emperor Gods as a 

single being- Lord Lu （鲁王）. When Emperor Hongwu established the Ming dynasty, his 

ninth prince was bestowed Lord Lu who ruled over the state of Lu. Lord Lu’s descendants 

who succeed him took on the same title. During the final years of the Ming dynasty, when 

the Manchurian forces occupied Beijing, the remaining royal members of the Ming court fled 

to the south to establish the Southern Ming dynasty. Lord Lu fled to Fujian, where he sought 

refuge with Zheng Chenggong’s. To protect the last of the royal line, Zheng Chenggong sent 

Lord Lu and his family offshore to Jinmen Island. According to Ming History that was 

compiled by historians of the Qing government, Zheng Chenggong eventually drowned Lord 

Lu in the sea after their relationship deteriorated. Lord Lu’s followers were angered, and left 

Zheng Chenggong’s forces for Southeast Asia. Here, they started praying to Lord Lu as the 

Ninth Prince (九王爷) after his lineage from the ninth prince of Emperor Hongwu. It was 

said that there isn’t a statue in this worship because the Ninth Prince was lost in the sea before 

a statue was carved.  

The discovery of Lord Lu’s tomb on Jinmen Island in 1959 invalidated the above entry in 

Ming History. Zheng Chenggong did not kill Lord Lu. Instead, Lord Lu spent the rest of his 

life peacefully on Jinmen Island till he died of asthma. After his passing, the revolutionary 

martyrs worshipped him as the Ninth Prince (九王爷) after his lineage from Emperor 

Hongwu. Since it was forbidden to make a statue of anyone with royal blood, the worship of 

the Ninth Prince took place without a statue.  
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Legend No.6:  

Celebrating the Nine Emperor Gods Festival in commemoration of Lord Zheng Chenggong 

During the Qing reign, rebels all over China were united in the name of opposing the Qing 

and restoring the Ming (反清复明). Zheng Chenggong（郑成功）, who was conferred the 

title of Koxinga (国姓爷, literally “Lord of the Imperial Surname”) by Emperor Longwu of 

the Southern Ming dynasty, was among the rebels who had organized some of the largest 

uprisings against the Qing government. Zheng Chenggong and his troops were active in 

regions around the Zhangzhou and Quanzhou prefectures of Fujian province. Before one of 

the uprisings, Zheng Chenggong organized for his troops to gather at Dou Mu temple（斗

母宫）during the Nine Emperor Gods Festival, where they would discuss their plans with 

the monks from Southern Shaolin Monastery. To evade detection by the eyes and ears of the 

Qing court, they disguised themselves as devotees of the temple, and used the celebration of 

the Nine Emperor Gods Festivals as cover-up of their activities. On the last day of the 8th 

lunar month, Zheng Chenggong arrived at the temple in a ship. Since he was the most-wanted 

fugitive of the Qing court, his troops had to escort him under an umbrella on his way to the 

temple from the ship to avoid exposing his identity. He was put in a special room, which was 

called the Sacred and Virtuous Hall （圣德殿）. No one was allowed to enter the room 

without permission. 

During the Festival, rebels called out to each other by raising the Nine Emperor Gods（九

皇大帝） flag, which is homonymous to “救王大帝”, literally “saving the Ming court”. 

They also wrote “日” (literally “sun”) and “月” (literally “moon”) on Doumu’s hand, which 

combine to form “明” of the Ming dynasty. The discussions were concluded with the ending 

of the Festival. On the 9th day of the 9th lunar month, Zheng Chenggong had to travel to 

somewhere else to recruit more rebel members. His troops sent him off in a Royal Ship (王

船) loaded with daily supplies, food, and other items.  

Zheng Chenggong’s uprisings took place during when the Qing government was the most 

powerful and prosperous. So naturally, his uprisings failed. But the people of Zhangzhou and 

Quanzhou prefectures never forgot his efforts. After his fall, the locals celebrated the Nine 

Emperor Gods Festival from the eve to the 9th day of the 9th lunar month every year in 

commemoration of Zheng Chenggong and the rebel martyrs. Following the migration of the 

Chinese from Southeast China to Southeast Asia, the rituals and practices of the Nine 

Emperor Gods Festivals were brought over. Some of the rituals practiced at Hougang Tao 

Mu Temple, including “Receiving（welcoming or pick up，接驾）the Gods” (迎神), 

“Inviting (collecting) the Water” (请水), “Sending the Gods back to the Sea” (送神归海), 

“Royal Ship” (王船), etc., symbolize the activities that took place in Dou Mu Gong in that 

autumn before Zheng Chenggong’s uprisings. However, no one really knows if the legends 
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come before the ritual or the rituals come before the legends. All that is agreed is that the 

legends have provided some sort of an anchor to the worship of the Nine Emperor Gods, 

draping it with a mysterious veil. 

(Note: Zheng Chenggong, whose real name was Zheng Sen（郑森）, was the son of Zheng 

Zhilong （郑芝龙）. As Prince Tang of the Southern Ming court granted him the use of the 

royal surname "Zhu" （朱）, Zheng Chenggong was also known as "The Lord who bears 

the Royal Surname". Zheng refused to follow in his father's footsteps in surrendering to the 

Manchus, and subsequently raised an army against the Qing invaders. When the Qing court 

cut off his food supplies, he was forced to look for another base for his troops and eventually 

retreated eastwards to Taiwan island. After a fierce battle, he defeated the Dutch colonialists 

who had occupied Taiwan, and took control of the island in 1662. Soon after, he died of 

illness and his descendants continued to govern Taiwan until 1683 when the Qing court 

launched a major invasion of the island. Zheng's descendants were defeated, and the island 

was conquered by the Qing. The following year, the Qing court set up the Taiwan prefectural 

government on the island and placed it under the jurisdiction of Fujian Province.)  
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Many stories and legends were told about the Hung Society because it was a secret society, 

and its history was only recorded encrypted. Some of these stories are legend-like and come with 

metaphors and hints. We laid out the six legends about the Nine Emperor Gods worship, but we 

do not decide which legend is right, or which is wrong. Many of these legends have diverged from 

how they were first told, having passed on from mouth to mouth. It is not easy to verify the 

reliability of these legends from historical sources. By contrast, gatherring feedbacks from the 

people might point us to discovering the sources and foundations of many popular beliefs.  

  



21 

 

 

 

 

 

PART II: 

 

Gods and Deities worshipped at the Temple 
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There are three halls within the Kew Ong Yah Temple where the gods and deities are enshrined, 

namely the Main Hall, the Hall of the 60 Tai Sui and the Hall of Guanyin，behind the Main Hall 

is  an Octagonal Tower. 

Deities enshrined in the main altar of the Main Hall 

The Kew Ong Yah Temple houses many deities. Besides the Nine Emperor Gods (九皇爷), 

which are enshrined in the Inner Chamber (内殿), most of the main deities are enshrined in the 

Main Hall which divided into three parts.  

At the main altar（part 1 on the picture）, there are four levels for the idols.  Guangze 

Zunwang （广济尊王）and his retinues Imperial Envoy Tan (陈钦差) and Grand Commandant 

Ong（黄太尉）stay on the first level at front.  On the second level, there are Blessing & Virtue 

(福德正神), Marshal of the Central Altar (中坛元帅), Sudhanakumāra(善财童子)，Confucius 

(孔子), Erlang Shen (二郎神), (感天大地), and Bodhidharma(达摩祖师). Eight idols on the third 

floor and they are Celestial Master Zhang(张天师 ), Taishang Laojun(太上老君 ), Supreme 

Emperor of the Dark Heaven (玄天上帝), The God of Land from Mt. Xianyue(仙岳山土地公), 

Zheng Chenggong(郑成功)，Sage Lord Guan (关圣帝君), Lord Chao Kung-ming(赵公元帅), 

and The Monkey God (齐天大圣). Patriarch of the Clear Stream (清水祖师), Marshal Tian (田都

元帅), and Grand Master Pu-An (普庵祖师 who are popular deities in Southeast Asia are placed 

on the highest floor of the altar. 

  

2.1 List of deities in the Main Hall 
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Guangze Zunwang （广济尊王） 

Guangze Zunwang（923-938）is the folk deity of Nan'an county, one of the three counties 

of Quanzhou prefecture in Fujian, China. He is also known as the “Bao'an Zunwang” and “Bao'an 

Guangze Zunwang”. Also commonly known as “Lord Guo”, “Sage Duke Guo”, “Sage King Guo”, 

“The King who crosses his legs”, “Holy Sage King” and so on. According to legend, Guangze 

Zunwang's surname was Guo, and his actual name was Zhongfu. He is the eleventh-generation 

descendant of the famous Tang dynasty General Guo Ziyi. In the early years of Tongguang reign 

during the Later Tang dynasty, he was born in Penglai Chongshanli at the foot of Mount Shi 

Paishan in Anxi county. When he was young, he worked as a cowherd. Later on, a Fengshui master 

taught him the art of Fengshui and he moved to Shishan to cultivate his skills. At the age of sixteen, 

he sat on an ancient vine and transformed into a god. According to historical records, after Guangze 

Zunwang transformed into a deity, he possessed a lot of divine powers and would always grant the 

wishes of devotees. Doing many benevolent deeds and granting blessings to believers, he also used 

his divine powers to help country in times the war, rendering meritorious service to the Imperial 

Court. From the Song dynasty to the Qing dynasty, he was conferred titles of honour at least six 

times by the Imperial Court. 

 

Marshal of the Central Altar (中坛元帅) 

Marshal of the Central Altar or Zhongtan Yuanshuai, more commonly known as the Grand 

Prince (太子爷 or Taiziye) or the Third Prince (三太子 or San Taizi), is believed to be Prince 

2.2 Altar in the Main Hall 
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Nezha (哪吒太子) of Li Jing (李靖), the Pagoda-Bearing Heavenly King (托塔天王). Both Li 

Jing and Nezha are sinicized from the Indian mythology.  

Legend has it that Nezha was the Divine General who drove the Jade Emperor's carriage. 

According to Canonization of the Gods, Nezha was born as a boy delivered in a ball of flesh. He 

could speak and walk immediately after birth, and soon became a disciple to The Perfected 

Supreme Oneness (太乙真人 or Taiyi Zhenren). Nezha was well-known for killing the third prince 

of the Dragon King of East Sea. To calm the Dragon King who was planning to flood Chentang 

Pass and report Nezha to the Jade Emperor, Nezha committed suicide by carving up his own flesh 

and dismembering his bones, as a gesture to repay his parents for giving birth to him. Nezha was 

later brought back to life by Taiyi Zhenren, who also gave him two new weapons: Wind & Fire 

Wheel (风火轮) and Fiery Spear (火焰枪). The reincarnated Nezha is more powerful than ever. 

Together with Li Jing, he fought many battles to subdue the demons. Due to his military 

achievements, Nezha is later worshiped as the Grand Marshal of the Central Camp (中营大元帅) 

among the Generals of the Five Camps (五营元帅).  

  

God of Blessing & Virtue (福德正神) 

also known as Tua Pek Kong（大伯公）, is one of the most popularly worshiped deities 

among the Southeast Asian Chinese. He is often depicted as a kind-looking, silver-haired old man 

in a gentry’s robe and matching headgear. Sometimes, he is also featured riding on a tiger, as a 

symbol of his power to rid of evil. Certain people believe that Tua Pek Kong is one of the 

manifestations of the Earth God (土地神), while others believe him to be a Southeast Asian local 

deity. Regardless of his origin, people pray to him for prosperity, wealth, safety, and happiness.   

 

Sudhanakumāra（善财童子）  

          mainly known as Sudhana and Shancai or Shancai Tongzi in Chinese, and translated as 

Child of Wealth, appears in Buddhist, Taoist and folk stories; in most of them he is one of the 

acolytes of the bodhisattva Avalokiteśvara (观音) and is paired with"Dragon Girl"(龙女）. He 

and Dragon Girl are 0depicted with Guanyin. 

 

Confucius (孔子) 

Confucius, whose actual name was Kong Qiu 孔丘 (courtesy name Zhong Ni, 551-479 

BC), was a famous educationist and thinker in the Spring and Autumn Period of China. Confucius 

pioneered a trend of private schools in China and was the founder of Confucianism. In ancient 

times, Confucius was honored as the “Sacred Sage of Heaven” and was one of the most well-
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learned scholars at that time. Generations of rulers in China after him would honour him as the 

Sage King, the Supreme Sage, the Supreme Sage Teacher, and an Exemplary Teacher for All Ages. 

His thoughts and doctrines would have a profound impact on later generations. 

 

Erlang Shen (二郎神) 

         is a Chinese God with a third truth-seeing eye in the middle of his forehead. Er-lang Shen 

may be a deified version of several semi-mythical folk heroes who help regulate China's 

torrential floods dating variously from the Qin, Sui, and Jin dynasties. In the Ming semi-mythical 

novels Creation of the Gods and Journey to the West, Erlang Shen is the nephew of the Jade 

Emperor. In the former, he assists the Zhou army in defeating the Shang. In the latter, he is the 

second son of a mortal and Jade emperor's sister. In the legend, he is known as one of the 

greatest warrior gods of heaven. 

 

感天大帝:  

许逊，字敬之，晋代著名道士，南昌县（今属江西）长定乡益塘坡人，道教净明道、闾

山派尊奉的祖师，许逊于晋太康元年（280 年）出任旌阳（今属四川）令，人称许九郎、

许旌阳、旌阳祖师、感天大帝，又称许天师、许真君，道教四大仙师之一。 潮汕地区供

奉的感天大帝指的是伯益，俗称伯爷，伯公，伯爷公，老伯公，感天大帝庙遍布潮汕大

地，伯爷信仰十分兴盛。 

 

Bodhidharma(达摩祖师) 

         was a Buddhist monk who lived during the 5th or 6th century. He is traditionally credited as 

the transmitter of Chan Buddhism to China, and regarded as its first Chinese patriarch. 

According to Chinese legend, he also began the physical training of the monks of Shaolin(少林) 

Monastery that led to the creation of Shaolin kungfu.  

 

Celestial Master Zhang（张天师） 

        named Zhang Daoling , was an Eastern Han Dynasty Taoist figure credited with founding 

the Way of the Celestial Masters sect of Taoism, which is also known as the Way of the Five 

Pecks of Rice. He is also known as Ancestral Celestial Master (祖天师) or Zhengyi Zhenren (正

一真人) to Taoists. Zhang is sometimes pictured riding on a tiger. According to hagiographies 

compiled in approximately 400 C.E., in 142 C.E. the deity Taishang Laojun (a deified Laozi) 

revealed to Zhang on Mount Heming the "Doctrine of the Orthodox One the Authority of the 



26 

 

Alliance and bestowed upon him the title Celestial Master. His descendants have held the title of 

Celestial Masters up to the present day.  

  

Taishang Laojun(太上老君) 

        the Grand Supreme Elderly Lord. He is also known as Daode Tianzun (道德天尊), which is 

the official title for Taiqing (太清): The Grand Pure One, which is one of the Three Pure Ones. 

His other names include Daode Zhizun (道德至尊) "The Universally Honoured Virtuous One", 

the Taoist Ancestor. Laozi is regarded to be a manifestation of Daode Tianzun who authored the 

classic Tao Te Ching. As Taoism took root, Laozi was worshipped as a god. Belief in the 

revelation of the Tao from the divine Laozi resulted in the formation of the Way of the Celestial 

Masters, the first organized religious Taoist sect. In later mature Taoist tradition, Laozi came to 

be seen as a personification of the Tao. He is said to have undergone numerous "transformations" 

and taken on various guises in various incarnations throughout history to initiate the faithful in 

the Way.  

 

Zheng Chenggong（郑成功） 

        was a Chinese military leader of the late Ming and early Qing dynasties. After 

the Ming Dynasty fell to the Manchu, Zheng refused Manchu offers of rank and 

power and launched a military campaign against the new Dynasty in 1659, taking a 

large force from his base in Fujian Province up the Yangtze River.  Initial success 

turned into failure, but, undaunted, Zheng took Taiwan from the Dutch in 1662 to 

use as a secure rear base area.He became a popular deity and cultural hero to the 

Chinese, and even the Qing court honoured him as a paragon of loyalty. 

 

Supreme Emperor of the Dark Heaven (玄天上帝) 

The Supreme Emperor of the Dark Heaven, or Xuantian Shangdi, is the popular name of 

Great Emperor of the Dark Warrior (玄武大帝 or Xuanwu Dadi). He is one of the highest-ranking 

Taoist deities, revered for his abilities to control the evil elements, and perform miracles. Scholars 

generally agree that the belief of Xuanwu stemmed from the ancient worship of the stars. The 

ancient Chinese divided the celestial stars into four groups of seven stars - east, west, south, and 

north - which represent the Four Symbols (四象), Four Sacred Ones (四灵), Four Beasts (四兽), 

and Four Directional Gods (四方神) respectively. Xuanwu refers to the northern group, which is 

dark (玄), and resembles a turtle and a serpent, which have scales that are seen as symbols of 

armours (武, literally ‘warrior’ or ‘martial’). Xuanwu was later anthropomorphized as a Taoist 
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deity who assisted King Wu in his conquest over Shang. He defeated the four demons of drought, 

locust plague, epidemics, and evil spirit, but the water demon and fire demon soon transformed 

into a giant turtle as well as a serpent and they continued to resist. Eventually, the turtle and serpent 

were defeated, and both surrendered to Xuanwu, who conferred them with the title of Essence of 

Water (太玄水精 or Taixuan Shuijing) and Essence of Fire (太玄火精 or Taixuan Huojing) 

respectively and made them his assistants.  

The worship of Xuanwu Dadi is a hybrid of star worship and animism. This is evident from 

the iconography, which often depicts Xuanwu Dadi as a warrior in black robe who wields a sword 

and sometimes a black flag of the North, accompanied by the turtle and the serpent by his sides. 

The statue of Xuanwu Dadi at Kew Ong Yah Temple which has white face and looks like a scholar 

however is modeled after the one worshipped on Wudang Mountain, the headquarters of Quanzhen 

sect. 

Sage Lord Guan (关圣帝君) 

Sage Lord Guan or Guansheng Dijun, who is more popularly known as Lord Guan or Guan 

Gong (关公), refers to Guan Yu 关羽, a great general of the Shu state during the Three Kingdoms 

period, who is respected as an epitome of loyalty and righteousness. After the Song dynasty, Lord 

Guan's influence spread far and wide. Throughout the history of China, he was well-received by 

the Emperors, who had conferred multiple titles to him. Today, Lord Guan is still widely 

worshipped by the Chinese in mainland China as well as among overseas Chinese communities. 

Shrines dedicated to him can be found in homes, businesses, and fraternal organizations. Members 

of secret societies like The Hung Society worship Lord Guan for his loyalty, righteousness, 

courage, and valour. Merchants worship Lord Guan to seek loyalty and trustworthiness among 

business partners, and for protection of their accumulated wealth. Eventually, Lord Guan was also 

worshipped as a God of Wealth. 

 

Chao Kung-ming(赵公元帅) 

        also known as Zhao Gong Yuanshuai or Lord Zhao the Marshal，is Caishen literally‘God 

of Wealth’in China . Caishen's name is often invoked during the Chinese New Year celebrations. 

Zhao Gong Ming do possess the Taoist Medium during Consultation Service in Temple.He is often 

depicted riding a black tiger and holding a golden rod. He may also be depicted with an iron tool 

capable of turning stone and iron into gold. 

 

The Monkey God (大圣佛祖) 
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Legend has it that the Monkey God Sun Wukong 孙悟空, who had the title "Great Sage Equal to 

Heaven", was actually a drop of blood from Buddha which fell on a piece of rock. This piece of 

rock subsequently absorbed the essence of the sun and the moon and transformed itself into the 

Monkey God. The Monkey God protected the monk Tang Sanzang on his journey to the West to 

gather Buddhist scriptures and was then deified as God of Victorious Strife. Many common 

people worshipped the Monkey God for his superb martial arts skills and his ability to subdue 

demons and ensure peace and stability in the world. During the first two decades of the 20th 

century, many Peranakans in Singapore also worshipped the Monkey God, whom they dubbed 

"The Sage Lord." They believe that the Monkey God is omnipotent and can help believers to 

alleviate their pain and suffering and guide them in the right direction. 

 

Patriarch of the Clear Stream (清水祖师) 

Chen Puzu was a Buddhist monk from Yongchun county of Fujian province who lived 

during the Northern Song dynasty. It was said that Chen Puzu gained supernatural powers through 

lecturing on the dharma and meditation. When a period of drought hit Mount Penglai of Anxi 

county, the residents invited Chen Puzu to pray for rain, and he succeeded. The residents were 

very grateful, and invited Chen Puzu to stay. Chen was known as the Qingshui Zushi (i.e. the 

Patriarch of the Clear Stream), and he was very active in doing charitable works. During his 

lifetime he built dozens of bridges and was well-known for his ability to pray for rain, and thus he 

earned the respect of the common people. Soon after Qingshui Zushi passed away, he was deified. 

Among his devotees, he is affectionately known as the Grand Patriarch (祖师公 or Zushi Gong), 

Dark-faced Patriarch (乌面祖师 or Wumian Zushi) or Nose-dropping Patriarch (落鼻祖师 or 

Luobi Zushi). The Worship of Qingshui Zushi is popular in Taiwan and several places in Southeast 

Asia, especially by the overseas Anxi communities. The Ancestral Temple at the Clear Water Cliff 

in Anxi County thus became a sacred site for devotees when they returned to their home villages 

to worship their ancestors. 

  

Marshal Tian (田都元帅) 

Marshal Tian, or Tiandu Yuanshuai, is generally believed to be the deified Lei Haiqing, a 

famous musician who lived during the Tang Dynasty. Lei Haiqing was known as the “Divine Lute 

Player” for his exceptional talent in music and dance. He was selected to serve the Tang court 

during Emperor Xuanzong’s reign. When An Lushan attacked Chang’an during the An Shi 

Rebellion, the royal musicians, including Lei Haiqing, were kidnapped to Luoyang and forced to 

play for the rebels. But Lei Haiqing remained loyal to the Tang court He refused to serve An 

Lushan, and instead accused An of committing treason. A Lushan was furious, and sentenced Tian 

to death through dismemberment by five horses. His loyalty was not forgotten. When the Tang 
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court was restored, Emperor Xuanzong conferred him the posthumous title of 天下梨园众都管 

(literally ‘Supervisor of all Opera Troupes under Heaven’), or in short, the Theatre God. Since 

then he was since worshiped by opera troupes when they perform at temples. 

Legend has it that after his death, Lei Haiqing’s spirit appeared in the clouds to protect the 

Emperor who was escaping to Sichuan. The character Lei (雷) on his flag was half obscured by 

the cloud, and only the lower part Tian (田) was visible. The Emperor mistook Tian as his surname, 

and hence conferred him the title of Tian Duyuanshuai or Marshal Tian.  

 

Grand Master Pu-An (普庵祖师) 

Grand Master Pu-An, or Pu’an Zushi, was born in Jiangxi during the Song dynasty. He was 

the 13th generation Zen Master Pu’an of Buddhist Linji Tradition (临济宗) and was well versed in 

magic arts and was able to cure sickness and relieve disasters. After he passed away, Pu’an Zushi 

continued to make his presence and power felt. Pu’an Zushi was popularly worshipped by Taoist 

priests from local religious sects in Jiangxi and Fujian. When the Chinese migrated to Southeast 

Asia, the worship of Pu’an Zushi spread to the region. Grand Master Pu-An is also worshipped as 

the Patron Saint of builders and carpenters. 
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On the right altar (part 2 on the picture), there are all female fairies. The Goddess of Mercy 

(慈航真人) is seated on the lotus platform, compared with Sudhanakumāra and Nāgakanya 

(龙女) her hair combed into a bun, her hands crossed in front of her, her face appearing quiet 

and serene, and her eyes looking down on all living beings with infinite compassion. The 

Goddess of Birth (注生娘娘) wore a golden band on her head to hold her hair together, 

carried a young child in her bosom, and had a plump-looking face that exuded kindness, 

compassion and an air of approachability around her. Beside the Goddess of Mercy is 

Mysterious Maiden of the Nine Heavens (九天玄女). She appears on the front of this altar 

also with the famous sea God, Mazu(妈祖). On the middle of the altar, there are two idols, 

Nvwa(女娲) and Tianshang Shengmu (天上圣母，the same as Mazu). The female fairies 

paly a figure as mother and protect the believers and the place where they could live and 

work peacefully and happily, as well as a place where they could set up a family and have 

plenty of offspring. As such, the female fairies, all of whom symbolise fertility, have now 

become the sustenance of people's hopes and lives. 

2.3 female deities on right altar 
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Mysterious Maiden of the Nine Heavens (九天玄女) 

Mysterious Maiden of the Nine Heavens, or Jiutian Xuannü, is worshiped by many as 

goddess of war and longevity. Legend has it that Xuannü was anthropomorphized and deified from 

Xuanniao (玄鸟, literally ‘black bird’), which was the ancestor of the Shang tribe. According to 

Mysterious Maiden Art of War《玄女兵法》, Xuannü appeared before the Yellow Emperor 

during a time when he was against Chi You, the tribal leader of the Nine Li tribe. The Maiden 

imparted Yellow Emperor with military tactics and eventually defeated Chi You. Xuannü was later 

canonized in the Taoist pantheon as Jiutian Xuannü, where she became a disciple of the Queen 

Mother of the West (西王母 or Xi Wangmu). Hence, incense makers and certain temples also 

worship Jiutian Xuannü for protection.   

 

Goddess of Mercy (慈航真人) 

She is also the Bodhisattva Guan 

Yin in the Buddhist religion. Many 

believe that she blesses women and 

children and assists pregnant women in 

giving birth smoothly. Therefore, she is 

also known as "Guan Yin, the Giver of 

Children" and enjoys widespread 

devotion among the common people. In 

Chinese folk belief, the female image of 

Guanyin Bodhisattva is very prominent, 

and she is also often called “Mother 

Guanyin”. And even though Guanyin 

Bodhisattva had long attained 

Buddhahood, she decided to remain a Bodhisattva in order to save the world, and hence she is also 

often called “Guanyin Fozu” as well. The Chinese devotees believe that Guanyin Bodhisattva is 

known for her compassion. As the Lord of the Flaming Face (Mianran Dashi or Dashiye) is the 

subordinate (or incarnation) of Guanyin Bodhisattva, hence the image of Guanyin Bodhisattva at 

the top of the Dashiye’s head is responsible for the salvation and feeding of wandering souls during 

the Hungry Ghosts Festival in the seventh Lunar month. 

There is a large statue of Goddess of Mercy worshipped in the Hall of Guanyin, opposite 

to the Hall of the Tai Sui. She is golden colour overall and standing on lotus, holding jade jar, 

covering red cloak decorated with lotus and cloud.  

2.4 the Hall of Guanyin 
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Nāga-kanya (龙女) 

        translated as Dragon Girl, along with Sudhana are considered acolytes of the Bodhisattva 

Avalokiteśvara in China. The depiction of Longnü and Sudhana with Avalokiteśvara may have 

been influenced by the Jade Maiden (玉女) and Golden Youth (金童) who both appear in the 

iconography of the Jade Emperor. She is the eight-year-old daughter of the Dragon King (龙王) 

of the East Sea. 

 Goddess of Birth (注生娘娘) 

Different stories and legends are told of different Chinese Goddesses of Birth or Fertility in 

different parts of China. One of these goddesses is Zhusheng Niangniang. Zhusheng Niangniang 

is a singular manifestation of three maidens - Yunxiao (云霄), Qiongxiao (琼霄), and Bixiao (碧

霄) - who were younger sisters of the Warrior Gods of Wealth Zhao Gongming (赵公明). 

According to Canonization of the Gods, Yunxiao once derived the Golden Dipper of the 

Undifferentiated Prime (浑元金斗) from a labour basin, which she used in her fight against the 

evil King Wu of Zhou together with her sisters Qiongxiao and Bixiao. Though the sisters were 

defeated in the fight, they were subsequently conferred the title of Zhusheng Niangniang together 

to assist the Jade Emperor in taking charge of the matters pertaining to fertility in the mortal world.  

There are some who think that the Goddess of Birth is Madam Lin Shui, as both Goddesses oversee 

women's fertility 

Mazu/ Tianshang Shengmu (妈祖/天上圣母) 

        is a Chinese sea goddess also known by several other names and titles, the most popular of 

which is Tianshang Shengmu. She is the deified form of the purported historical Lin Mo or Lin 

Moniang, a Fujianese shamaness whose life span is traditionally dated from 960 to 987. Revered 

after her death as a tutelary deity of seafarers, including fishermen and sailors, her worship spread 

throughout China's coastal regions and overseas Chinese communities throughout Southeast Asia. 

She was thought to roam the seas, protecting her believers through miraculous interventions. She 

is incarnated as Mazu and swears not only to protect sailors but to oversee all facets of life and 

death, providing help to anyone who might call upon her. 

Nvwa（女娲） 

         the mother goddess of Chinese mythology, the sister and wife of Fuxi, the emperor-god. Her 

reverential name is Wahuang(娲皇), Nvwa NiangNiang (女娲娘娘). 

She is credited with creating mankind and repairing the Pillar of Heaven. After demons fought and 

broke the pillars of the heavens, Nvwa worked unceasingly to repair the damage, melting down 

the five-coloured stones (red, yellow, blue, black, and white) to mend the heavens. 
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Sage Lord Zhang (张公圣君) and his comrades Sage Lord Xiao (肖公圣君), Sage Lord Zhang 

(章公圣君) are placed on the left altar (part 3 on the picture). 

 

Sage Lord Zhang (张公圣君) 

Sage Lord Zhang or Zhanggong Shengjun, also known as Great Lord of the Method (法主

公 or Fazhu Gong), is worshipped as a tutelary god in Anxi county of Fujian province. He is 

2.5 Sage Lord Zhang, Sage Lord Xiao, Sage Lord Zhang on the left altar 
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generally believed to be Zhang Ciguan 张慈观 of the Southern Song dynasty. Zhang learnt martial 

arts and Taoist magic since he was young. When he was 12, he fought and defeated the demon 

snake at Mount Rock-Ox (石牛山) together with Taoist priests Xiao Ming and Zhang Min. To 

express their gratitude and reverence, local villagers built a shrine for the trio, and named them 

Sage Lord Zhang (张), Sage Lord Xiao (肖), and Sage Lord Zhang (章) respectively. 

The iconography of the trio is usually very similar, featuring dishevelled hair and fierce 

facial expression, differentiated mainly by the colour of the face. Zhang is black-faced, Xiao is 

red-faced, and Zhang is green-faced. All three of them carry a sword, step bare-footed on a Wind 

& Fire Wheel (风火轮), and have a snake wrapped around their waist.  

 

太岁

六十太岁

In ancient times, the Chinese people used the Ten Heavenly Stems and Twelve Earthly 

Branches 天干地支 method - a cycle of sixty terms, each corresponding to one year - to mark their 

calendars, hence there was a total of sixty years for every cycle. Every year, the God who oversees 

2.6 The Hall of the Tai Sui  
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the good fortune and bad fortune of the world is known as the Taisui God of that particular year. 

For the individual devotee, the Taisui God of the year he was born is known as the Benming Taisui 

本命太岁 (i.e. Taisui of his life), whereas the Taisui God of the current year is called the Zhinian 

Taisui, 值年太岁 (i.e. Taisui On Duty). Belief in the Taisui has had a long history among the 

Chinese people and was introduced to Singapore by migrants from the southeaster coast of China.  

        The statues of all sixty Taisui covering all sixty years of the Chinese calendrical cycle are 

placed on both the left and right side of the Taisui Hall, each with their individual names written 

out clearly, with no two statues looking alike, yet each of them having a most lifelike appearance 

- all in all a most spectacular sight to behold. The statue of the Taisui On Duty for the current year, 

seated in front of the Lady Mother of the Dipper, is changed every year. 

 

Lady Mother of the Dipper (斗母元君) 

The Temple has been in existence without a statue or an image of the Lady Mother of the 

Dipper (斗母元君 or Doumu Yuanjun), for the longest time, until the current one was brought in 

from Mainland China in 2005. Lady Mother of the Dipper, affectionately known as Doumu, is the 

feminine aspect of the cosmic God of Heaven. She is perceived as the mother of the nine Star 

Lords, who are manifestation of the seven stars of the Big Dipper, and two accompanying stars 

Fuxing (辅星) and Bixing (弼星) that are not visible to the naked eye. As the Yin God of the 

Primordial Commencement（元始天尊）, Doumu oversees the celestial beings, including the sun, 

the moon and the stars, and holds the Registrar of Life and Death. Taoists pray to Doumu for health 

and longevity, and for the safety of their offsprings. It is widely believed among the devotees that 

fasting and praying devotedly to Doumu may purge one’s sins. Hence the widespread devotion 

to her. 

The statue of Doumu is in the middle of the Hall of Tai Sui. The iconography is designed to 

reflect Doumu’s supreme divine power as the Mother of Tao (道母 or Daomu). The statue has 

four faces, one on each side of the head, which represent the Four Forms (四象). It also has eight 

arms, four on each side of the body, which represent the Eight Trigrams (八卦 or Bagua). Two of 

the hands are pressed together in a hand seal in front of the chest, while the other six hands hold 

different religious tools, including a sun wheel, a moon wheel, a hand bell, a golden seal, a bow, 

and a sword. The sun wheel and the moon wheel symbolize yang and yin respectively, and together 

they represent the Supreme Ultimate. Interestingly, the sun ‘日’ wheel and the moon ‘月’ wheel 

are sometimes interpreted as the dissected components of Ming ‘明’ of the Ming Dynasty. Hence, 

in certain practices, Doumu is worshipped as the guardian of the Hung Society (洪门) - a secret 

society devoted to the goal of overthrowing the Qing and restoring the Ming (反清复明). 
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虎爷将军 

At the gate of the Hall of Tai Sui, there is a hole for Lord Tiger. 汉族民间信仰的一种神

祇，是虎神，最早是土地公或城隍爷的座骑，后来演变成诸神的座骑，并有守护村庄、城

市与庙境的功能。虎爷还能保护儿童，许多地区有让小孩认虎爷为义父的风俗。虎爷也能

招钱财，俗言「虎爷咬钱来」。另外，虎爷还能震慑小人，驱赶邪魅。九皇爷庙虎爷供奉

虎爷洞之内。 

  

2.7 Lord Tiger 
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The Kew Ong Yah Temple, 

as its name suggests, is a temple 

dedicated to the worship of the 

Nine Emperor Gods. However, no 

statues or images of the Nine 

Emperor Gods can be seen 

anywhere in the main hall of the 

temple. As the leading deities of the 

temple, where then are the Nine 

Emperor Gods enshrined? The 

answer can be found in the 

Octagonal Tower behind the main 

hall, where the incense burners of 

the Nine Emperor Gods are placed. 

The Octagonal Tower is out of 

bounds to the public, and only 

temple staff can enter it. It is worth 

noting that the Kew Ong Yah 

Temple (Upper Serangoon) does 

not have a single statue or image of 

the Nine Emperors Gods. The latter 

are represented by incense burners 

for daily worship and even for 

celebrations. This may be related to 

the way the secret societies in 

China operated in the 

2.8 stairs to Octagonal Tower 

locked by iron door 
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PART III:   

ARCHITECTURE 
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Since 1919, the Kew Ong Yah Temple (formerly Hougang Tao Mu Temple) has not only 

served as a religious building, it is also a witness of Singapore’s century-long development. Each 

brick and tile at the temple tell of stories that are known by many, and more continue to be told. 

On 14th January 2005, Hougang Tao Mu Temple was gazetted as a national monument. 

Subsequently, any preservation and maintenance works are expected to adhere to the guidelines 

put forward by the Preservation of Monuments Board. None of the original structures are to be 

removed or altered without official approval.  

The beauty of the Hougang Tao Mu Temple - and many Chinese temples for that matter- 

lies in the architectural philosophy of integrating ancient Chinese wisdom and aesthetics into a 

style that reflects harmony between Heaven and Earth. Each element, motif, placement, and colors, 

is carefully selected and designed.  

As a sacred place to communicate with the deities, not only must the temple conform to the 

natural operation of the heavens and the earth, is must also provide a right setting for the exchanges 

between mortals and the gods, ensure a sacred and devout ambience, and highlight the majesty and 

divinity of the gods. There is naturally a set of specifications for the construction of temple building, 

which are very distinct from those used to build houses, gardens, ancestral halls and even palaces. 

During the actual construction of the temple, even before the initial ground-breaking ceremony, 

religious rituals can already be seen in each and every action of the craftsmen. It can be said that 

the sacredness of the building has been deeply engraved on every tile and every pillar even before 

the statues or images of the gods are officially enshrined within its premises. 

Chinese temples in Singapore have inherited most, if not all of the architectural forms and 

characteristics of China's coastal areas. Yet among them, they might exhibit slightly different 

architectural styles, such as Hokkien (Minnan), Teochew, Cantonese, and Hakka design 

characteristics depending on where the artisans who built these temples came from. Even for 

Hokkien-style temples, one can spot the difference between those built by artisans of the Quanzhou 

School, and those from the Zhangzhou School. 

For Hokkien-style temple buildings, both the roof ridge and the roof itself generally have 

beautiful curves, but the eaves are relatively flat, with both ends are slightly uplifted. The outer 

walls and roofs are covered with red bricks and red tiles from southern Fujian province, which 

makes the building extremely eye-catching under bright sunlight. 

The Kew Ong Yah Temple is in the Hougang area - a place where Hokkien and Teochew 

migrants lived in the early days. According to experts on ancient Chinese architecture, the 

architectural style of the Kew Ong Yah Temple is likely to be based on the Quanzhou School. 

Construction materials used by Quanzhou artisans are generally longer and slenderer in 

proportions, and the melon cylinders are mostly elongated and papaya-shaped. The number of 

stacks and bundles are relatively small, and overall the building looks sparse and elegant. This is 

how the architectural experts would describe it, and no doubt it sounds pretty abstract to the 

average person. As to which school of architecture the temple really belongs too, perhaps it would 
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be better if one looks closely and studies the architectural style of the Kew Ong Yah Temple in 

detail. 

 

Gated Archway 

A visitor to the Kew Ong Yah Temple is first greeted by an archway with the name Hougang 

Doumu Gong (literally “Palace of Dipper Mother at Hougang”), and the main deities worshipped 

- Jiuhuang Dadi (literally “Nine Emperor Gods”), in Chinese characters.  

Beyond the gated archway, one enters the realm of Gods. 

 

The Front Yard 

Beyond the gated archway, a visitor comes to a spacious front yard, where temple activities 

and opera performances are held. 

 

3.1 Gated Archway 
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The Wayang Stage 

Most traditional Chinese temples usually have a stage for opera performances. The Temple 

used to have an outdoor stage for wayang performances directly opposite the Main Hall. Whenever 

there was a performance, the temple would be thronged by visitors both young and the old from 

the nearby villages.  

In 1998, the wayang stage had to be demolished for the widening of Upper Serangoon Road. 

The once iconic landmark is now replaced by one of the longest roads in Singapore. Although a 

temporary stage is constructed whenever there is an event, it feels like something is missing from 

the front yard on most days when there are no events.  

The photo shows the days when the majestic wayang stage stood, when men traveled around in 

bicycle. Those were the days long gone and always missed. The wayang stage was an important 

3.2 The old Wayang Stage of Kew Ong Yah Temple, Photographed by Mr. Gibson 

Hill. Courtesy of National Museum of Singapore 
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landmark for people who lived in and around Hougang. Unfortunately, it was demolished due to 

urban development. Together with the destruction of many wayang stages around Singapore, 

many once splendid dialects opera troupes were also disbanded.  

 

. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.3 Old photograph of Wayang 
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The architecture of the Kew Ong Yah Temple draws concepts from Chinese cosmology such 

as fengshui or geomancy, as well as Taoist philosophies. In order to invoke the principle of 

building against the mountain, or “having backed/ support”, the height of the structures 

increases from the front to the back. This is achieved by constructing the octagonal annex tower 

two-storeys high, which is one storey higher than the main temple.  

In traditional Chinese architecture, the central axis is always reserved for the deities and/ or 

the ancestors, as the center is always seen as the most important area in a building. At the Kew 

Ong Yah Temple, the main deities are enshrined in the main altar, which is situated at the center 

of the main temple. The annex tower is also located right behind the main altar along the central 

axis.  

Another very important feature in Chinese architecture is its emphasis on articulation and 

bilateral symmetry, which signifies balance. The buildings are typically planned to contain an even 

number of columns in a structure to produce an odd number of jian (间 or bay). Odd numbers are 

considered as yang in the Taoist cosmology, and yang is prosperous. The main temple at Kew Ong 

Yah Temple (Upper Serangoon) has three bays. The central space is ming ‘light’, and the spaces 

on both ends are shao ‘tip’.  

 

  

3.11 Side view of Hougang Tao Mu Temple (courtesy of Preservation of Monuments Board) 
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The Entrance Hall 

On the two walls on both sides of the main entrance are wall carvings of a dragon and a tiger. 

The Dragon and the Tiger are celestial animals with complementary energy. The Dragon 

represents the yang, the East, and the colour green. It is an embodiment of power and 

aggressiveness. The Tiger represents the yin, the West, and the colour white. It is an embodiment 

of purpose and patience. The Green Dragon and the White Tiger are commonly seen at Chinese 

temples. In temples that have more than one door at the main building, the eastern door is often 

called the Green Dragon Entrance, and the western door is called the White Tiger Exit. In temples 

that have only one main door as both the entrance and exit like the Kew Ong Yah Temple, Green 

Dragon is painted on the eastern side of the wall of the entrance, and White Tiger on the western 

side. It is believed that the celestial animals can ward off evil spirits and bring good fortune to 

visitors.  

 

 

The carvings of Green Dragon and White Tiger are done on stone panels called du (堵). 

Beside these two panels, the wall of the main temple is decorated with various stone panels that 

are named according to their position in relation to the height of the wall. Du exists in Chinese 

3.12 Front view of Hougang Tao Mu Temple (courtesy of Preservation of Monuments 

Board) 
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temples as a type of decoration. Within each du, it is common to see clay arts that demonstrate the 

master builder’s craftsmanship. 

 

1. Roof du 

2. Top du 

3. Opposing du 

4. Body du 

5. Waist du 

6. Skirt du 

7. “Table legs” 

 

  

3.12 different dus in Kew Ong Yah Temple 
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Roof du 

Besides marine creatures, small human figurines are also seen decorating the roof du. These 

figurines relate historical anecdotes and folklores that were familiar to the era when the temple 

was built. The small figurines are shown in opera costumes that are easily identifiable, and they 

tell of stories that promote traditional values like loyalty, filial piety, benevolence, and justice. 

Top du 

On the top du, we see butterfly or hudie (蝴蝶) that symbolizes prosperity or fugui (富贵), 

and hummingbird or fengniao (蜂鸟) that symbolizes harvest or fengshou (丰收).  

The 

Elders 

In between the two top du is the temple signage that is guarded by a sculpture of an elder in 

official dress, one on each side. Besides serving as decoration, these elders who hold the Jade 

Board on opposite hands seem to be presenting the temple signage to the visitors.  If one bothers 

to looks closely, the two elders featured here have slightly different facial features. Thus, it can be 

3.14 Opera sections on roof du 

3.15 top du 
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said that although the Chinese people value a symmetrical layout in their designs, they still allow 

for and respect individual differences. 

Opposing du 

The Green Dragon and the White Tiger are carved onto 

two du that face each other on the wall perpendicular to the main 

door. The painting style here and that seen on the body du are 

one and the same, both appearing somewhat childish to the eye. 

What was intended to be a powerful and resounding image, 

ended up looking rather simple and cute, and even a wee bit 

childish, no thanks to the master craftsmen working on it 

 

 

 

Body du 

The two beasts on the left and right of the body du are brightly colored even as they appear 

a bit “cartoonish” to the beholder. The beast on the right - no one knows if it’s a sika deer or a 

unicorn, as its face is blurred beyond recognition, even though its tail - resembling a flower in full 

bloom - looks as vivid as ever. The beast on the left, with its dull yet sly-looking face doesn't 

resemble either a lion or a tiger, but rather, looks like a cat who likes to disturb the birds perched 

on some surrounding branches. The sight of two little birds resting on the branches in the midst of 

3.16 opposite du 

3.15a   elders in green official dress 
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flowers and greenery is a thing a 

beauty, so much so they end up 

robbing the place of the two beasts 

where onlookers are concerned. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“Table legs” 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Door Gods 

On the doors of the main entrance, the depictions of two 

military guardian deities are hand painted. These military 

guardians, also known as menshen (门神) or Door Gods, are 

divine guardians that protect the building against evil spirits 

and encourage the entrance of positive ones. The Door Gods 

at the Kew Ong Yah Temple are likely the depiction of Qin 

Shubao and Yuchi Gong, who were the two Tang Dynasty 

generals who had volunteers to s tand guard for Emperor 

Taizong who was troubled by the spirit of the Dragon King. 

3.17 body du 

3.18 red Waist du and Skirt du 

carved-on stone 

 

3.19 Simple decorations on the “table legs”. 

3.20 The Door Gods 
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Roof Structure and Ornaments 

Typical of Chinese architecture, the roof is the most striking part of the temple. The roof is 

one of the most important parts of a building, as a good roof system provides drainage and 

protection.  

The form of the roof is mainly analogous to that of a "mountain", so we have variations to 

traditional Chinese roof designs such as the "hard mountain", the "resting mountain", and the 

"hanging mountain". The inclined slopes on both sides are called "po". Standing on the edge of 

the "mountain" and "po", the warriors as well as the immortals, beasts, and the chiwen (a legendary 

animal), while silently watching the sky and the clouds go by, yet steadfastly maintaining their 

position. 

The roof form found at Kew Ong Yah Temple is a type of gabled roof called the hard-hill 

roof (硬山顶), which has a main ridge, and raised sloping ridges on the gable walls.   

The hard-hill roof made use of half cylinder-shaped tiles that were stacked from bottom to 

top, one overlapping the other to keep them from slipping, and nails were used to secure the tiles 

at the bottom to the eave. To keep the rain from getting into these nail holes and rotting the wood 

structure, it was necessary to put a covering on top of the nail. In the hands of the master carpenter, 

these coverings were made into small decorative ornaments. These ornaments often carry symbolic 

meanings that reflect the consciousness and ideology of the times.  

  

3.21 Roof Structure 
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1. Dragon-fish 

2. Swallow-tail 

3. Flaming pearl 

4. Main ridge 

5. Half cylinder-shaped tiles 

 

 

The acanthus scroll pattern on both sides of the main ridge is composed from various images of 

climbing vines, such as vine, honeysuckle, campsis grandiflora, and grapes etc., refined, 

summarized and transformed by the artisans. The rhythm and continuity of the pattern structure 

symbolizes life and growth in nature, everlasting immortality as well as handing down for ten 

thousand generations. 

 

 

 

Flaming Pearl 

The flaming pearl on the roof usually symbolizes the sun 

and the moon. As both the sun and the moon have a close 

relationship with human existence, therefore as early as in the 

Neolithic Age in China, one could see both sun and moon 

patterns featured in the painted pottery of the primitive 

Yangshao culture. At the centre of the roof ridge of virtually 

every temple in South China is a large flaming pearl, signifying 

the continuation of the worship of the sun and the moon. The 

red bead is decorated with a ring of fire on the outside to 

symbolize the sun. Underneath the pearl, there are usually 

rosettes, sometimes water columns, as well as clouds, waves 

and lotus leaves. There is a flaming pearl at the center of the 

roof ridge of the Kew Ong Yah Temple, but its color has faded 

over the years. 

The Dragon-fish 

At both ends where the ridges are connected to the gabled walls stand two dragon-fish or 

chiwen (鸱吻). The dragon-fish, with the head of a dragon and the body of a fish, is one of the 

nine sons of the Dragon King. The head lies on the ridge facing sideways towards the center with 

3.22 Flaming Pearl 
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scales and fins, and uplifted tail. The dragon-fish 

symbolizes perseverance in hardship (referring to struggle 

for transformation), success (successful transformation 

from a fish to a dragon), passing one’s examinations with 

distinction or winning a championship, as well as 

abundant wealth. At Chinese temples, chiwen is always 

placed on both ends of the roof to swallow all evil 

influences.  

 

 

 

The Gable Walls 

The structures in have different types of roof that serve different purposes. The main temple 

has a hard-hill roof, the annex tower has a pointed roof, while the living quarters for the temple 

keepers have a round ridge roof. 

 

The round ridge roof flushes with the solid wall on both sides of the structure. Due to the 

rounded ridge, the wall featured a rounded gable. As to be expected then, the gable is pointed at 

the walls that flush with the hard-hill roof. The shape of the gable is not coincidental. It coincides 

with the five elements of Chinese astrology: rounded for metal, pointed for fire, elongated for 

wood, flat for earth, and curvy for water. 

  

3.23 The Dragon-fish 

3.24 the gable wwall 
3.24.1 five sharps reflect five 

elements 
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Doors and Windows 

In Chinese architecture, doors and windows are as important as the roof. The door is not only 

to protect the property and occupants in the house, it also represents a kind of dignity and status. 

Therefore, in ancient times, the main doors of large mansions were hardly ever opened. Once open, 

it meant the arrival of important visitors or that something unusual has happened. The doors at 

different locations within a building also have different uses and restrictions or taboos. The 

architecture of the Kew Ong Yah Temple is simple and uncomplicated. Even the Sanchuan Hall 

has only one door leading to it. Though both humans and gods come in and out of this same narrow 

door, this doesn't lower the dignity of the gods at all. 

The windows are not merely for the use of ventilation but are the spots for the exchange and 

blending of the psychological and emotional aspects of the internal and external space, and the 

continuity and intermediary of the interior and exterior space of the building. Looking into the 

building from the outside and looking out of the building from the inside produces two distinct 

feelings and states of mind, even though it is through the very same window. Looking out of the 

building from within is termed "glancing from afar", whereas peering into the building from the 

outside is rightly called "prying or snooping". The difference between the two is worlds apart and 

can be compared to mortals looking up to God in the heavens above, and God looking down on 

mortals below. The windows of the Kew Ong Yah Temple are round Chinese-style windows with 

artificial bamboo bars, which makes them eye-catching and warning mortals outside the building 

that prying into the god's private space from these windows is a highly disrespectful act. 

  

3.25 door and window 
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Roof Tiles 

Roof tiles are modified from floor tiles. 

Various types of roof tiles are created to serve 

different purposes and needs. The roof tiles at 

Hougang Tao Mu Temple are simple plain half 

cylinder-shaped tiles that come without any 

motif or pattern. As time passes, tiles that are 

worn out are replaced with the new ones. Today, 

we see a mixture of old and new roof tiles that 

give the main temple roof a colorful gradient. 

Some inscriptions of Chinese characters 

can be seen on the underside of certain roof tiles. It is a practice for traditional Chinese craftsmen 

to autograph their names or signature on their products. In the case of roof tiles, the craftsmen’s 

signature is most certainly a guarantee of quality. 

 

The Courtyard Structures 

The layout of the main temple 

is modeled after a traditional Chinese 

courtyard unit. A small courtyard that 

is formed by the central air well 

separates the Entrance Hall from the 

Main Hall. In the centre courtyard 

(zhongting 中庭) - an empty space 

that sits between the front hall 

(qiandian 前殿 ) and the main hall 

(zhengdian 正殿) - is placed the joss 

incense burner, or at times converted 

to a Prayer Pavilion (baiting 拜亭). 

The Prayer Pavilion is normally open 

on all sides; if it is enclosed by a wall, 

it will be callled the Prayer Hall 

(baidian 拜殿). The Prayer Pavilion or Hall is normally at the front of the main hall, and within it 

is usually placed a large incense pot. At times a slab of rock is embedded on the ground within the 

pavilion to demarcate the spot for devotees to stand when they offer worship to the deities. 

 

  

3.26 Roof Tiles 

3.27 The courtyard at Hougang Tao Mu Temple also 

serves as the prayer hall. 
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The Main Hall 

 

 

The Four Gold Pillars 

The walls and the roofs are held 

up by the pillar-and-beam module. The 

four vital pillars are the ones that 

support the main altar right in the 

middle of the Main Hall. These four 

pillars are known as the Four Gold 

Pillars (四点金柱). 

 

 

 

3.28 Beyond the courtyard lies the Main Hall, where the main deities are enshrined. 

3.29 The Four Gold Pillars 
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The Stone Base 

The Four Gold Pillars at the Kew Ong Yah 

Temple are protected from moisture from the floor by 

a stone base or mosaic tiles of different shapes and 

designs. Although there are many different types of 

stone bases that decorate the pillars, left-right balance 

is observed.  

 

 

The Side Chambers 

On both sides of the courtyard are the Left 

Chamber to the east, and the Right Chamber to the 

west. Usually, the Left and Right Chambers are used 

for administrative purposes, or as living chambers for 

temple keepers, but these chambers also house 

accompanying deities. The left one is Tai Sui Hall and 

the right one is Gaunyin Hall. 

 

 

 

 

 

Mortise-and-tenon Module 

1. Secondary eave purlin 

2. Ridge purlin 

3. Square beam 

4. Secondary crescent beam 

5. Primary crescent beam 

6. Secondary straight beam 

3.30 three types of Stone Base in the 

temple  
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7. Supporting cornice 

8. Melon-shaped strut 

9. Primary straight beam 

 

Cornice   

Decorative motifs are found on struts, 

and on cornices that support the right angle 

in between the beam and the pillar from the 

bottom. Som e common decorative motifs 

are phoenixes, dragon-fish, celestial 

creatures like qilin, and flowers like 

peonies.  

 

 

 

3.31 Mortise-and-tenon Module 

3.32 7. Supporting cornice  
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Jambs and Lintels 

While walls are supported by pillars and beams, door frames are supported by jambs and 

lintels, which are also locked using the mortise-and-tenon modules. Cornices that support the 

beams are called tuomu (托木), while those that support the lintels are called yuanguang (员光). 

Decorative motifs are carved into all types of cornices, and then hand-painted with bright bold 

colours. 

Jamb 

lintel 
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Plaques and Couplets 

“Doumu Gong” signage 

Visitors are welcomed with the signage with the Chinese characters “Doumu Gong” (斗母

宫) above the main entrance of the main temple. The simple wooden signage was presented to the 

temple by Guo Qingfang of Hui’an County in August 1941. Some scholars regard the wooden 

plaque as the oldest historical relic at the Kew Ong Yah Temple, based on the Chinese calendrical 

year “Xinsi Year” 辛巳年 denoted on the plaque, which corresponds to 1881 in the Gregorian 

calendar. However, according to a stone inscription at the Temple, the Temple was only built in 

1921, nearly two decades after its founder Ong Choo Kee acquired some incense from the Penang 

temple and brought it to Singapore in 1902. One possibility could be that he may have brought in 

the “Xinsi Year” plaque from elsewhere, otherwise it was not likely that he would have dated 

it earlier than 1902. The next time the Chinese calendar year fell on the Xinsi Year would be 60 

years after 1881, i.e. 1941. Looking at the history of the Temple, the possibility of the plaque being 

engraved in 1941 is much greater than in 1881, and no doubt more in line with historical reality. 

 

3.4  Doumu Gong signage 
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Plaques 

There are three old plaques in Kew Ong Yah Temple recorded the gratitude to the Gods from 

believers.  

 

 

3.5 Presented by devotee Liu Huiling in 1954 

to thank the Gods. 

 

3.6 Presented by disciple Yang Renquan 

during the Nine Emperor Gods Festival to 

praise the Gods for universal salvation. 

3.8 the plaque from a Taiwanese temple 
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This plaque was presented to the Temple by a Taiwanese temple based in Kaohsiung during a 

cultural exchange. The content features an acrostic poem, in which the first character of each line 

combines to form the phrase “wishing Doumu Gong a prosperous celebration”.  

The information on plaque as below: 

Presented to the Temple: 

Wishing you a long Spring, may the Dipper and stars meet your needs, may the Spirit of the 

Lady Mother shine on you, may bright lanterns illuminate the temple, may you be blessed with 

good luck, and may the gods be honored during the celebrations. 

From:  

The Kaohsiung City Cultural Institute of Taiwan, Republic of China 

Dean: Chen Yuan-jung, President: Tsai Wen 

October 16, 80th Year of the Republic of China (1991).  

 

Couplets 

From the architectural structure 

and couplets in the Kew Ong Yah 

Temple, it seems likely that the 

worship of the Nine Emperor Gods in 

this temple was once closely linked to 

the secret societies that were 

established to overthrow the Qing and 

restore the Ming. The fact that 

devotees wear white shirts and white 

trousers during the Nine Emperor Gods 

Festival is seen as sign of mourning for 

the Hung Society leaders.  

 

 

This couplet, which was presented by devotee Wan Zhigao and hung up on these pillars on an 

auspicious day in 1925, is a good example of the many artefacts that hint of ties to the Hung Society. 

There is a total of ten 日 ‘sun’ and ten 月 ‘moon’, which can be interpreted as the dissected 

3.8 This couplet reflects the meaning of opposing 

the Qing and restoring the Ming（反清复明）. 
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components of Ming ‘明’ of the Ming dynasty. This couplet seems to hint that the Nine Emperor 

Gods worshipped at Hougang Tao Mu Temple is neither the nine-star lords, nor the nine legendary 

ancient ancestors of the Huaxia people. Instead, the worship refers to a bonding among the brothers 

in the Hung Society. The same couplet is also found on the main altar, and above the main door. 

Although the secret societies no longer exist in Singapore, worship of the Nine Emperor 

Gods continues, and under the new management, the Kew Ong Yah is seeing more worshippers 

than it ever had.  

Other couplets in Kew Ong Yah Temple praise the power and mercifulness of Gods as the 

following one: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Notice Board 

This is an interesting notice board that was presented 

by Kong Meng San Phor Kark See Monastery Life Release 

Committee in August 1944. It advices devotees and 

worshippers to offer fresh flowers and fruits to the Gods, 

instead of animal products, to cultivate boundless merits. 

It seems strange though, for the Kew Ong Yah 

Temple as a Taoist temple to put up a notice board 

presented by a Buddhist organization. However, there was 

no record on this presentation, and the mystery remains 

unsolved.    

3.9 This couplet compares 

Doumu’s reputation to the height 

of the Northern Dipper and praises 

Her divine power and motherly 

love. 

3.10 Notice Board 
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The Octagonal Tower 

Traditional Chinese temples usually have another smaller hall behind the Main Hall to 

enshrine the main deities, but the Kew Ong Yah Temple, which was built based on the courtyard 

layout, does not have this smaller hall. Instead, the main deities, i.e. the Nine Emperor Gods, are 

enshrined in a two-storey octagonal annex tower to the back of the Main Hall.  

The only entrances are the metal grill doors that are hidden behind the sides of the main altar. 

The doors are locked on normal days. During the festivals, committee members will unlock the 

door, and enter the building to invite the Nine Emperor Gods’ urn out of the tower. Only males 

who practice the Jiuhuang retreat by observing a vegetarian diet, cleansing the body, and wearing 

white clothes are allowed entry. Females are always prohibited from entering. These traditions and 

restrictions are still practiced today. Devotees believe that any disrespectful or unclean behaviour 

would enrage the Nine Emperor Gods, who would condemn the offenders.  

At the present moment, the first storey is used for storage. The only way to get to the second 

storey is via a wooden staircase, whose entrance is guarded by another padlocked door. The second 

storey is the chamber where the Nine Emperor Gods’ tablets and incense urn are securely 

enshrined. Previously, male devotees received the blessings by the Taoist priests in this chamber 

during major festivals. As the number of devotees grew, nowadays all the ceremonies are 

performed on the front yard instead. Today, only temple keepers and selected committee members 

who practice the Jiuhuang retreat are allowed to enter this chamber. Thus, whatever inside the 

chamber is now a secret that is kept from the public.  

 

 

3.34  The tower’s 

pointed roof has “wave 

scrolls” on the eight 

ridges, and a mosaiced 

Chinese gourd that 

symbolizes unparalleled 

divine powers.  The 

second level is 

surrounded by a cement 

parapet, while the roof is 

covered by red roof tiles 

favoured by the 

Hokkiens. 
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The Flooring 

This method of laying out the floor tiles is known as “ping qi” 平砌 (i.e. laying them flat) 

and is the simplest and most straightforward method of laying out the floor tiles. 

While most sections of the main temple adhere to traditional Chinese architectural rules, the 

encaustic tiles laid in front of the main entrance managed to sneak in some Nanyang (Southeast 

Asian) flavor. Encaustic tiles are ceramic tiles in which the pattern or figure on the surface is not 

a product of the glaze but of different colors of clays. The encaustic tiles at the main temple falls 

in the red spectrum, which corresponds to the color of the tiles in other parts of the temple.  

Joss Paper Furnace 

There are two incense furnaces at the Kew 

Ong Yah Temple. Both are hexagonal and built 

of red bricks that can withstand high temperature. 

The bigger and older furnace comes with a finial, 

and green glass drip edges on the fly eaves. 

Although the furnaces are quite worn out, they 

still fulfil their function of sending the visitors’ 

offerings to Heaven. 

 

 

 

The Well 

The Kew Ong Yah Temple is among the few Chinese 

temples in Singapore that possesses a functioning well. The 

date the well was dug was not recorded anywhere, but it is 

still providing fresh and cooling water for devotees and 

worshippers to drink for blessing.   

3.35 The Flooring 

3.36 Joss Paper Furnace 
3.37 the well 
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PART IV: 

CELEBRATIONS  
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The Nine Emperor Gods Festival is celebrated from the last day of the 8th lunar month to the 9th day of the 9th lunar month. 

  

Nine Emperor Gods Festival 

In 2004, the Singapore Taoist Federation officially took over the management of the Kew 

Ong Yah Temple at Upper Serangoon. The temple, previously known as the Hougang Tao Mu 

Temple, celebrated its first Nine Emperor Gods Festival after the management committee was 

established. After a whole year of detailed discussions and planning, the Temple organised the 

grandest Nine Emperor Gods Festival that the temple had seen in many years.  

As of this year, the Kew Ong Yah Temple has already organised 15 birthday celebrations 

for the Nine Emperor Gods (2004-2018). The celebrations would begin from the last day of the 

eighth lunar month, and end on the 10th day of ninth lunar month, i.e. a total of 11 days. The events 

during the celebrations include welcoming the Nine Emperor Gods, the actual procession of the 

Nine Emperor Gods and finally sending back the Nine Emperor Gods etc. During the celebrations, 

participants who visit the temple or take part in the festivities must go on a vegetarian diet and be 

dressed in white. Having gone through 15 such annual celebrations, the scale of the birthday 

festivities has now reached an immense scale - with thousands of participants every year. The 

birthday celebrations have indeed brought life back to the normally quiet national monument. A 

life-telecast of the events on the internet further brings the worship of the Nine Emperor Gods to 
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a wider audience. An inspection tour for the deities and a whole slew of processions were 

institutionalised, and Kew Ong Yah Temple successfully established a Nine Emperor Gods 

network among temples that worship the same deities.  
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Bamboo Lamp 

The Nine Emperor Gods Festival 

celebration at Kew Ong Yah Temple begins with 

the raising of the bamboo lamp to invite the 

deities to the temple grounds. The bamboo lamp 

consists of a total of nine oil lamps hung on the 

sides of a triangular-based pyramid structure that 

is suspended from a tall bamboo pole. A shorter 

bamboo pole was attached to it in a criss-crossed 

fashion to form two arrowheads, with one 

pointing to the south and another pointing to the 

north. This practice is somewhat related to the 

belief in the Northern and Southern Dippers 

among Taoists.  

It is raised at 3 p.m. on the eve of the 9th 

lunar month. On the subsequent days, it is only 

lowered down on the 10th day of the 9th Lunar 

month. The oil in the lamp must be refilled at 3 

pm daily to ensure that the flames do not die out. 

The practice of raising of the bamboo lamp runs 

through the entire ritual and remains a very 

important albeit inconspicuous component of the 

ceremony.  A tall bamboo pole with nine oil 

lamps seen from afar tells one that a grand 

celebration of the Nine Emperor Gods Festival is 

underway. 

Legend has it that the bamboo lamp is an extension of the signal lamp The Hung Society 

once used to recruit new members. During the Nine Emperor Gods Festival, The Hung Society 

would raise a bamboo lamp as a beacon to attract righteous individuals to come forward and 

support the association’s cause. Every other evening, the lamp will be raised a little higher than 

the previous day, so that the luminosity would reach farther.  

  

4.2 Bamboo Lamp 
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The Dragon Boat 

During the Nine Emperor Gods Festival, temples that partake in the joint-celebrations would 

commission a paper-crafted Dragon Boat (龙船). The Dragon Boat at Kew Ong Yah Temple is 

about three to four meters long and decorated with Taoist elements such as the Taiji symbol. 

Devotees and worshippers may make a small donation to acquire a strip of yellow paper from the 

temple assistant. The names of the devotee and/or his or her family members would be written on 

this strip of yellow paper, and then pasted onto the Dragon Boat. 

The Dragon Boat is to be burnt during the sending-off ritual (送神) that is held on the 9th 

day of the 9th lunar month. Legend has it that the Dragon Boat was built for Zheng Chenggong to 

embark on his journeys to distant lands. This gesture is likely to have been inspired by the burning 

of Dragon Boat in the worship of Royal Lords (王爷信仰) as a means to send off the plague gods 

(瘟神). With the devotees’ names pasted on the boat, their bad luck will also be gotten rid off when 

the boat is burnt. 

 

  

4.5 The Dragon Boat 
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The Retreat 

The Nine Emperor Gods retreat, or “the retreat” 斋戒 for short, is an important element in 

the Nine Emperor Gods worship. The retreat is an extension of the classical ritual of Offerings to 

the Dipper (礼斗 or Lidou). When the Jiuhuang retreat was introduced to Southeast Asia, it was 

combined with the celebration of the Nine Emperor Gods Festival. For regular devotees, the retreat 

typically begins on the eve of the 9th lunar month and ends by the end of the 10th day of the 9th 

lunar month. For the committee members of Kew Ong Yah Temple, the retreat may begin half a 

month or even a month before the Nine Emperor Gods Festival. The practice of the retreat requires 

one to observe a vegetarian diet, and abstain from sinful behaviors including drinking, gambling, 

and sexual intercourse. These acts of self-discipline prepare one’s body and soul for the celebration 

and have one’s merits enhanced, and sins repented.  

The vegetarian diet for the Nine Emperor Gods Festival celebration is very strict, prohibiting 

any meat or meat products, as well as foods with pungent smell such as onions, ginger, and garlic.  

To make it convenient for the devotees and worshippers to adhere to their fasting commitments, 

the Kew Ong Yah Temple provides free-flow vegetarian food throughout the festival period that 

the devotees and worshippers can eat for free. 

  

4.6 The board said, keep retreat, 

no Foraging and Pet is allowed in 

the temple. 
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The White Attire 

During the Nine Emperor Gods Festival, devotees who participate in the rituals are required 

to wear white shirts, white pants, and white headscarf, and to accessorize themself with a yellow 

cloth around the waist. Metal and leather clothing and accessories are not allowed.  

This unique attire distinguishes a Nine Emperor Gods Festival procession from the 

religious processions of other deities.  Some claim that white attire (素服) signifies mourning, 

while some associate white to the clothing worn by the Hung Society members who mourn the 

Ming martyr Zheng Chenggong. The plain attire worn during the Nine Emperor Gods Festival 

have now become a symbol of the festivities. Besides showing respect for traditional customs, they 

are also a sign of piety and devotion to the Nine Emperor Gods 

Bridge of Peace 

During the Nine Emperor 

Gods Festival celebration, 

devotees may visit the temple 

and cross the Bridge of Peace 

(平安桥) to seek protection from 

the Gods to purge their 

misfortune. After a devotee 

crosses the bridge, a temple 

assistant stamps the Nine 

Emperor Gods’ seal on the back 

of his or her shirt. The power of 

the seal to ward off bad luck is 

activated by the symbolic action 

of crossing the bridge.  

  

4.7 all believers attended the celebration on white clothes 

4.9 Taoist priest consecrating the Bridge of Peace. 
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The Sedan Bearers 

During the Nine Emperor Gods Festival celebration, the Temple would organize processions 

for the Welcome Ritual, Inspection Tour, and Sending-off Ritual. On each procession, the statue, 

incense urn or tablet of the deities are carried in sedan chairs. The sedan chairs are heavy, each 

weighing about 100 kilogrammes. It takes a lot of strength to carry these chairs on the shoulders, 

and even more strength to sway them forcefully. Hence, the sedan bearers, also known as Xiangting 

Group (香亭组 ), are usually 

strong young adults. Devotees 

believe that it is a blessing to 

have the opportunity to carry 

the deities on one’s shoulder. 

So, every year, there are up to 

100 devotees who register to 

carry the sedan chairs. Sedan 

bearers take turns to carry and 

sway the chairs. Sometimes, 

sedan bearers and devotees 

shout “Huat ah!” (‘be 

prosperous’) during the 

procession to boost the morale 

of the members of the 

procession. 

 

Welcome Ritual 

At Kew Ong Yah Temple, the welcome ritual is held in the evening of the eve of the 9th lunar 

month.  

At 8 pm, the Taoist priests would lead the committee members of the Kew Ong Yah Temple 

and the devotees to the riverbank to welcome the return of the Nine Emperor Gods. The Patriarch 

of the Clear Stream and Marshal Tian would also be there to welcome back the Nine Emperor 

Gods. Legend has it that the Marshal Tian was a vanguard of the Nine Emperor Gods, and thus it 

was naturally his duty to welcome back the Nine Emperor Gods. Following behind the religious 

procession were richly decorated floats and many local folk performance troupes including dragon 

and lion dance troups, Nanyin orchestra, and Teochew percussion bands etc. 

As the Nine Emperor Gods returned from the sea, devotees fully dressed in white and 

donning white headscarves would kneel by the seaside to welcome back the gods. Once the 

4.10 the members of Xiangting Group holding the sedan 
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Religious Tablets and Incense Burners were ushered into the sedan chairs, a huge sacred bonfire 

would be lit to signify the return of the Nine Emperor Gods 

  

. 

4.12 The committee members are holding the 

statues and ready to leave for the Welcome 

Ritual 

4.13 As the procession arrives at the shore, 

religious paraphernalia including flags, 

banners, and lanterns are placed in front of 

the altar. 

4.14 Devotees kneel to welcome the Nine 

Emperor Gods, with joss sticks in their hands. 

4.16 The urn is raised up high for the devotees 

to see, and the devotees proceed to shout out 

the title of the Nine Emperor Gods. 
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  4.17 The burning urn is placed back onto the 

sedan chair to be carried back to the temple. 

4.18 The procession returns to the temple. 
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Inspection Tour 

During the Nine Emperor Gods Festival, temples that worship the Nine Emperor Gods visit 

one another to strengthen the religious network based on the Nine Emperor Gods worship, known 

as “Inspection Tour” (出巡). Each temple would pick a date to conduct an inspection tour, when 

a procession consisting of the Gods, floats, dragon and lion dance troupes, big-headed doll 

performers, marching band, spirit mediums, etc., leaves the temple to visit other temples as a means 

to renew the friendly ties between the temples. 

The procession would leave the temple at about 12:00 noon and would only return to the 

temple around midnight after visiting 12 temples. At each temple, the committee members would 

pray to the temple’s deities, and then exchange incense, a fruit basket, and a command flag printed 

with Kew Ong Yah Temple’s name with the temple’s representative. As the inspection tour 

progresses into the evening, the procession is also joined by floats, big-headed doll performers, 

dragon and lion dance troupes, and the Eight General troupes, who take turns to perform at each 

temple.         

  

4.19 the tour starts from noon and devotees at 

head of the procession holding holy water, 

flags, banners, lamps, and bronze gong. 

4.21 floats with colorful lights in the tour 

4.22 Din Tao: Lead Generals 

(阵头：官将首) 

4.23 Din Tao: Pat Ka Tsiong 

(阵头：八家将) 
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1 Shin Sen Keng 神仙宫 

2 
Xuan Wu Shan Han Lin Yuan  

玄武山翰林院 

3 
Long Nan Szye 龙南寺 

4 
Bukit Batok Doumu Gong  

武吉巴督斗母宫 

5 
Choa Chu Kang Tao Bu Keng  

蔡厝港斗母宫 

6 
Chia Chwee Kang Hong San See 

Kew Ong Yah Temple  

汫水港凤山寺斗母宫 

7 
Kim San Tze 金山寺 

8 
Nan Shan Hai Temple  

南山海庙 

9 
Jee Hai Tung Kwan Im Welfare 

Society  

玉海棠观音堂 

10 
Charn Mao Hern Kew Huang 

Keng 葱茅园九皇宫 

11 
Leong Nam Temple 龙南殿 

12 
Hong San Temple 凤山宫 

Finally, the Nine Emperor Gods Procession would proceed back to the Kew Ong Yah Temple at 

around 12 midnight. There are still many devotees at the temple waiting for the procession 

carriage to return. 

  

  

4.20 the procession visited other temples 
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Sending-off Ritual 

The Kew Ong Yah Temple conducts the Sending-off Ritual （送神）in the evening of the 

9th day of the 9th lunar month. The Nine Emperor Gods Festival celebration reaches its climax on 

the 9th day of the 9th lunar month, when a procession that draws scores of devotees leaves the 

temple to send the deities off to the sea. In the practice of certain temples, the ritual of sending-off 

the Nine Emperor Gods is likened to sending Zheng Chenggong off on his mission to recruit more 

revolutionary martyrs. 

Preparations for the sending-off ritual start in the 

afternoon, when temple assistants set up an altar along the 

banks of the Serangoon River. Once the altar is set up, temple 

assistants would place an urn on it, and pray to the Earth Gods 

of the Five Directions.  

Over at the Kew Ong Yah Temple, the Taoist priest 

would consecrate the Dragon Boat and the paper sculpture of 

Goddess of Mercy that is placed on the boat, before the boat is 

transported to the banks of the Serangoon River at 8 p.m. At 10 

p.m., the sending-off procession that is led by four sedan chairs 

carrying statues of Qingshui Zushi, Tian Duyuanshuai, the 

sacred urn, and the Nine Emperor Gods tablet leaves Hougang 

Tao Mu Temple. Marching after the sedan chairs are floats, 

dragon and lion dancers, musicians, and puppets figurines of 

the Generals of the Five Camps. Devotees follow at the end of 

the procession in trucks, buses, cars, and taxis.  

  

 

 

  

 

  

4.25 A Taoist priest 

consecrates the Dragon Boat. 

4.26 The Dragon Boat is transported to the banks of the Serangoon River. 
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During the entire Nine Emperor Gods Festival, devotees and worshippers would often shout 

“Huat ah!” (‘be prosperous’) to each other to boost the morale and enjoy the merriment. Although 

it is important to be sincere and earnest during the celebration, it is the merriment that draws more 

and more devotees to the worship of the Nine Emperor God.  

During the sending-off ritual itself, we see people from all walks of life. Some are passers-

by who are drawn to the celebration by the loud music and high spirit, while others are nearby 

residents who join in out of convenience. At the end of the day, all of them would end up becoming 

friends with each other and fellow worshippers of the Nine Emperor Gods. They watch the variety 

show for the celebration of Nine Emperor God’s birthday（Getai 歌台） together, they shout 

“Huat ah!” together, and they pray for the god’s bless together. The sedans holding Gods sway 

heavily by the members of Xiangting Group under the fireworks meanwhile. 

Devotees kneel on the grass patch by the shore with joss sticks in their hands, while the 

Taoist priests conduct the ritual.  

4.30 Burning the memorials. 

4.28 The sending-off procession follows 

closely after the Taoist priests. 

4.33 sedan under fireworks 

The Nine Emperor Gods urn is sent 

out to the sea. 
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The Dragon Boat is subsequently pushed 

out to the sea and burnt as a symbol of 

sending off the plague gods and bad luck. 

During the process, devotees kneel and 

bow from the shore, and shout “Huat ah!” 

(‘be prosperous’). With the devotees’ 

names pasted on the boat, their bad luck 

will be rid when the boat is burnt. 

  

4.32 Committee members send the urn back 

to the sea in a boat. 

4.27 Thousand devotees off the Nine Emperor God. 
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Lowering the Bamboo Lamp and Thanking the Heavenly Generals 

The celebration of the Nine Emperor Gods Festival officially ends with the lowering of the 

bamboo lamp (降灯) at 3 p.m. on the subsequent day. This is followed by the ending of the 

vegetarian retreat when meat dishes are laid out to thank the heavenly generals (犒军). These 

dishes are later shared among the devotees and worshippers to signify the end of the Nine Emperor 

Gods Festival, as well as to share blessings.  
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