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Zhongyuan Festival falls on the 15th day of the seventh month
of the lunar calendar. The festival is observed throughout

the entire seventh lunar month, usually around August of the
Gregorian calendar.™

During this period, the Chinese community pays respect to their
ancestors and makes offerings to wandering souls, hence
giving rise to the festival’'s more commonly known name —
“Hungry Ghost Festival”.

In Singapore, the significance of Zhongyuan Festival differs
between the Taoists and Buddhists. Taoists believe in appeasing
the wandering souls from the netherworld while Buddhists
focus on expressing filial piety.”
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INFO SOURCE ZALRR:

1. Singapore Infopedia — Zhong Yuan Jie (Hungry Ghost Festival)

2. Singapore Federation of Chinese Clan Associations, Chinese Customs —
and Festivals in Singapore, Qing Ming Jie (All Souls’ Day)
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Image Source B3R i&: The National Archives of Singapore o Image Source ElF3R/R: Roots.gov.sg
Scene from an auction held during Zhongyuan Festival. Zhongyuan Festival ceremonies are typically held in the heartlands.
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Image Source EF3RiR: The National Archives of Singapore Image Source B3R The Straits Times
Seventh month getai performance. Children burning paper offerings in the burner tin.
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Lighting of joss sticks and burning of paper offerings during Zhongyuan Festival.
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Howls It

Observed?
TS ?

Even though Taoists and Buddhists in Singapore have
different views on the significance of the festival, most
Chinese Singaporeans observe the festival in similar
ways.

Let’s have a look at how the festival is observed in
Singapore! BIIsIE]
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INFO SOURCE #EERIR:
3. Singapore Infopedia — Zhong Yuan Jie (Hungry Ghost Festival)

4.Channel News Asia — Commentary: Finding filial duty, spiritual charity in Hungry Ghost Festival rituals

5. The New Paper — Hungry Ghost Festival auctioneer sees lull period
6. Country Studies — Aftermath of War

Ceremonies
PITE
During Zhongyuan Festival, you may have come across events

happening in your neighbourhoods. These night-time events
typically comprise a dinner, an auction and a getai performance.

Business owners in each neighbourhood will pool their resources
to make mass offerings during Zhongyuan Festival. These
offerings would include rice, oil, canned food, fruits, and stalks
of sugarcane, which will then be distributed to participants.

The boisterous atmosphere from the auctions during this

period might be something most Singaporeans recognise.

These auctions are meant for temples and organising committees
to raise funds for the following year’s dinner, and auction bidders
believe that their charitable bids will bring them good luck.
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Offerings
o

During the entire seventh lunar month, the Chinese community
would make offerings of food, joss sticks, candles, paper money,
and other paper effigies like houses, cars, and clothes alongside
prayer rituals for our ancestors and the wandering souls.
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Banquet (jiak tok) and Auctions
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During Zhongyuan Festival, dinner banquets (a.k.a.

jiak tok in Hokkien) and auctions usually come hand-in-hand.

As the Chinese saying goes, “food is the necessity of life” and
banquets are often held to honour significant events while
reflecting our Chinese Singaporean spirit of hospitality. As part
of the proceedings, on-site auctions are organised to raise funds
for the following year’s dinner expenses.
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INFO SOURCE ZELRIE:
7.SFCCA Oneness
8. iR 1B HkRtt, Contemporary Chinese Society in Singapore

9. Singapore Infopedia — Getai
10. Roots.gov.sg — Getai
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Getail
e

Singapore’s rich getai heritage dates back to the early 1940s.
[71(8]

In the 1950s, Singapore’s economy boomed and getai became
the popular choice for entertainment. Unlike today, getais then
were located in Singapore’s three main amusement parks,
namely Happy World, New World, and Great World.

These getai performances combined singing, dancing,
acrobatics, and even opera. Mostly performed in dialects, the
getai performances during this period featured many popular
Hong Kong and Taiwan songs.

During the 1960s and 1970s, getai became associated with
Zhongyuan Festival. The festival’s traditional ritualistic
performances of Teochew opera, Hokkien opera, and/or glove
puppetry shows, were replaced by getai. By the 1980s, getai
became the most important entertainment event of the festival,
with local dialect songs and comedy skits reflecting local
grassroots sentiments.

However, by the late 1990s, this dialect-based cultural event
started to stagnate with regulations stating that getai organisers
had to pay copyright musical licence fees and end performances
at 10.30pm. !

Things changed in the early 2000s when Singaporean director
Royston Tan produced two getai-based movies 887 and 12 Lotus.
The former was a major success and getai slowly regained
popularity among the locals, including the younger crowd. Getai
is also an Intangible Cultural Heritage element in Singapore
today. [°
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10. Roots.gov.sg — Getai
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Origin Stories
ch )\

Ever wondered how the name of the festival came about?
According to the records of Sui Shi Za Ji, the 15th day of
the first lunar month of the year is known as Shangyuan
(_E7T), the 15th day of tenth lunar month is known as
Xiayuan ("F7t), and right in the middle of the year — the
15th day of the seventh lunar month is named Zhongyuan
(F7T). These three festivals are collectively known

as “Sanyuan Festivals” (=7t 1) and they refer to the
birthdays of the three deities in Tacism who controlled the
fate of mankind. "
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Taoism

EE>

For Taoists, Zhongyuan Festival is about appeasing wandering
souls. According to traditional Taoist beliefs, three deities

. controlled the fate of mankind: Tian Guan Da Di, ruler of heaven;

Di Guan Da Di, ruler of earth; and Shui Guan Da Di, ruler of water.
Di Guan Da Di will descend to earth every year on his birthday,
which is the 15th day of the seventh lunar month, to record the
good and bad deeds of everyone.

During this month, the gates of hell will be opened and hungry
ghosts are released to roam the earth and look for food. It is
believed that they are hungry as they do not have descendants
to make offerings to them. Taoist priests would perform rites
and make food offerings, while devotees would visit temples to
repent and pray for happiness and avoidance of disasters.
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Buddhism
B2

For Buddhists, Zhongyuan Festival is also known as Yu Lan Pen
(FZ=2) Festival. The festival is about appeasing spirits from the
netherworld, expressing filial piety and commemorating Mulian’s
filial piety towards his mother.

According to folklore, Mulian, a disciple of Buddha, was
attempting to save his mother from hunger in hell. Mulian
searched for his late mother in the netherworld and found her
among the hungry ghosts. In one version of the story, Mulian
attempted to feed his starving mother, but the food was stolen
by other hungry ghosts. In another version, he brought her

a bowl of rice, but it turned into flaming coals before she could
eat it. Mulian sought Buddha’s help and Buddha taught him

to make offerings of prayers and food. Only then was Mulian’s
mother relieved of her suffering as a hungry ghost. Since then,
Buddhists make it a practice to offer prayers to the dead on the
15th of the seventh lunar month.
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Image Source B3R/ Reed College — Mulian Rescues His Mother
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INFO SOURCE ZALRIR:

12. Speak Mandarin Campaign — Singaporean Mandarin Database

13. Culturepaedia — Zhong Yuan Festival (Hungry Ghost Festival)
14.Today Online - Meet Singapore’s new generation of getai auctioneers

Observing Zhongyuan
ST

The Chinese observe Zhongyuan Festival by offering prayers
and food, organising entertainment and burning paper money
to the deceased. Hence, it is common to come across getai
performances, the burning of joss papers etc. in the HDB
heartlands during the festival.

The activities typically culminate with an event comprising a
banquet (jiak tok), a getai performance and an auction where a
new luzhu (literally meaning “censer’s owner” or an association
in charge of organising Zhongyuan Festival for a particular area)
would be appointed to organise next year’s activity and the
proceeds from the auction would be used to fund the following
year’s Zhongyuan Festival. 2

In Singapore, Zhongyuan Festival is mainly predicated on the
belief that souls are released from the netherworld and roam
the world during the period. Believers would pray to the Lord of
Earth to seek forgiveness for the sins of their ancestors’ spirits,
carry out a pudu ceremony to seek salvation for the dead and
burn offerings to appease other wandering souls — an act which
embodies the value of “kindness”. ™

EA-RFEPFTHHEHERY. RESRENERRLTE,
[EIRRIE)& PR 7 R ANER EF R A 1 TRAE S K

BEZEBRLALRANIRPITS, TR 12X
(BREMBRFF) . MEMBATES. PosBRIEHIAINFE
(FEREBA “BIPNEN, IEMFTEBXPTHIATA) ,

BT ERREERERTT. PTHEFASHNRERARESE T

—FHFTTRR AR, 12

RN, AMEEERITTE, RIITXSAH, “FiE" e

FEULASTE A Bl S — BT, (SREF IR E XTI R AT
BYSE, E @I EEENALTANER, ILENERYEE. BRY)

R, RIEART AT EI T FIREN PR ET
>—, =710

SINGAPO
FDNESE o

Image Source B3R The National Archives of Singapore

A Zhongyuan Festival dinner where an auction is held to raise funds for the
temple and charity.
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Activities

PITE

It is normal to come across activities related to Zhongyuan
Festival in neighbourhoods across Singapore. These activities
include banquets which are typically held in public places

(such as an empty plot of land) as well as getai performances.
Participants pay a small monthly subscription to the luzhu and
the subscriptions collected would be used to purchase offerings
for wandering spirits. These offerings would subsequently be
distributed amongst the participants. '
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Image Source EIF3RIR: arxww.cn
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1. Charcoal pieces wrapped in gold or yellow paper known as wujin (black gold)
B, U EHERAEENARRK
2. “Prosperity” incense burners
‘BN FIP
3. Decorated rice barrels
R

INFO SOURCE ZHIR:
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16. Roots.gov.sg — Getai
17. Roots.gov.sg — Zhong Yuan Jie (Hungry Ghost Festival)

Popular Auction Items
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Auctions are also held during these dinner banquets, and
auctioneers are often fluent in Mandarin, Hokkien, Cantonese,
English, Malay, and sometimes even Tamil! These items up for
auction are usually blessed and some of the more common
auction items include oranges, deity statues, coin banks, and
wood barrels. The majority of the auction proceeds will be used
to organise the following year’s dinner banquet while a portion
of the proceeds will also be donated to charities. Hence, people
usually bid generously as they believe that their winning bids
will bring them good health, luck, wealth, longevity, and even
happiness. Bids will typically end with auspicious numbers like
“8” as “8” (ba) sounds like “luck” (fa) in Mandarin. 1"°!
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Empty first row seats at a getai performance.
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Getai

Ba

The most popular form of entertainment during Zhongyuan
Festival in Singapore is getai, a glittery, flashy outdoor music
performance characterised by the predominant use of Mandarin,
dialects, and comic banter. ['¢

Traditional opera and puppet shows used to be the main forms
of entertainment during Zhongyuan Festival but they were
eventually replaced by getai. During getai performances, the
first row of seats is “reserved” for wandering spirits. '”!

FRPIT T —I 3 T E R M IMRE—RG, AHEY
REETH—RERA S, BIHERIFR XSRS TEX,
K5 IMMR. HFRER TR EES T A MARESSHSFIURE
R R B iR AR, [

YN ARYEL PO NHEETE, EFMKNGREF
B XERSRLIREN “WFik” HEER, FILamBE—H
BEI—RRERT A, 1h4n “GF5esR” &,

Festivals TTH |



e Safe
1RBOFE

ﬂhfﬁ E %f -‘“ e Shopping Centre
s E -

ST at=)

o Billiard Table with Cue Sticks
HEAHIEKI B ERE

Image Source ElF3&]&: Ban Kah Hiang Trading AR &R 5

o Two-Storey Bungalow

Paper Offerings RRBATS
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During Zhongyuan Festival, the practice of burning joss
paper at HDB (Housing and Development Board) common

areas became so widespread that HDB had to provide
special containers to accommodate this practice.

In addition to burning paper offerings in the form of food,
money, houses, cars and clothes, here are some of the

more unusual offerings that have appeared in recent years.
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Fire Safety Tips
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Due to our cultural practices, the lighting of incense and the
burning of joss paper and offerings are commonly carried out

during Zhongyuan Festival.

It is therefore important to bear these fire safety tips by the
Singapore Civil Defence Force in mind in order to minimise

potential fire hazards and ensure the safety of you and your

loved ones.

Always burn incense papers in the incense burners or metal

containers provided by the Town Council.

Residents are advised to make full use of the incense burners placed
in housing estates. Burning incense papers on the floor also leave

burn marks in public spaces.
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Place burners and containers on stable ground, safely away

from combustible materials and residences.

Place incense burners on stable ground to prevent spills and keep

them away from combustible materials and residences to avoid
wind-blown ash.
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Avoid placing joss sticks and candles on grass patches or fields.
Grass patches or fields are more susceptible to catching fire,

which is exacerbated when there are dried leaves or grass. Hence,

the placement of joss sticks and candles on grass patches may
potentially be a fire hazard.
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No lighting of joss sticks and candles that exceed certain sizes.
Under the Environmental Public Health Act, lighting joss sticks over
200cm in height or 7.5cm in diameter, and candles over 60cm in height
is prohibited. Offenders may be fined up to $2,000.
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Check before you leave.

Ensure smouldering embers are completely extinguished before you leave.
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The Alliance for Action (AfA) on
Norms for Joss Paper Burning

is a cross-sector collaboration that encourages
environment and neighbourhood-friendly joss paper burning.
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complete combustion and reduce smoke and ashes. A ROHEINE K.
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on' t sit at the first row of a getai performance
as it's reservad for spirits.

Dow' t put your cl«o{JSHcks info your rice bowl. N
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Taboos (Don'ts)
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You may now be aware of the customs, beliefs and practices of
the festival, so here are some things which are considered taboo
during the Zhongyuan Festival. (€9l
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18. National Library Board — Zhong Yuan Jie (Hungry Ghost Festival)
19. Yahoo! News — Ghost Month and the Hungry Ghost Festival: 12 things to avoid
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