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Winter Solstice s

the SINGAPOA Way
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Winter Solstice refers to the “peak of winter”. Although winter
never arrives in sunny Singapore, local Chinese families do
celebrate Winter Solstice in our own ways. ™
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Winter Solstice Through The Years SINGAPO
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Supermarkets started selling Fengshan CC’s 2019 Winter Solstice
celebration set a new Singapore
preparation for Winter Solstice. 1990448, BB EFFIAE S record for Most number ok:‘ p,e,ople
T O AR SR RS SISHEL eating tangyuan together”.
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Lady rolling coloured rice flour balls
in her kitchen in Merchant Street in frozen tangyuan from the 1990s.
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About
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Winter Solstice, also known as Dongzhi (%Z) in Chinese,
refers to the “peak of winter”, and it is the last Chinese
festival of the year. The traditional Chinese lunar
calendar divides the year into 24 solar terms and Winter
Solstice is the 22nd of the 24 solar terms. On this day,
the Northern Hemisphere tilts furthest away from the
sun, making it the shortest day of the year. The ancient
Chinese also believed that as days became longer after
the Winter Solstice, positive energy, yang (¥H), would
return to Earth. This made Winter Solstice an auspicious
day worth celebrating! !
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Singapore: Talisman Publishing Pte Ltd and Singapore Heritage Society, p. 48

3. Asiapac Books. (2012). Chinese Folk Customs. Singapore, p. 79
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How was Winter Solstice

celebrated in the past?
BEBIANTEASEE?

Did you know that in olden times, the eve of Winter Solstice

was regarded as the last day of the year and Winter Solstice
was also known as the “Little New Year”? When Emperor Wu

of Han decided to fix the new year on the first day of the first
lunar month, people stopped celebrating the “Little New Year™.
However, people still regard Winter Solstice as a festival similar
to the New Year, exchanging greetings and often returning home
to celebrate with their families. Chinese opera performances
were also held in the villages and offerings were made to

the gods. ISl
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5. Singapore Federation of Chinese Clan Associations. (1989). Chinese customs and festivals in Singapore. p. 81

6. Tan Gia Lim, An Introduction to the Culture and History of The Teochews in Singapore (Singapore: World

Scientific, 2018), pp. 104 = 105
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How did Winter Solstice
make its way to Singapore?
ZENET

As our forefathers journeyed to Singapore in search of a better
life, they brought along with them their diverse cultures and
traditions, including the celebration of Winter Solstice.

In Singapore, Winter Solstice is a time for reunion and for
people to visit temples and pay respects to their ancestors.
Steamed buns in different colours and shapes of animals like
chicken, duck, dog, and cats, which symbolise a family’s thriving
livestock, would also be prepared for ancestor worship. The
celebration of Winter Solstice has since evolved over time in
Singapore due to societal changes and influences from our
diverse ethnic makeup. 1ele00l
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As with all Chinese festival celebrations in Singapore, there is
bound to be a culinary delicacy associated with Winter Solstice
and in this case, it will be the tangyuan (glutinous rice balls)!

The name of this sweet treat, tangyuan, sounds like tuanyuan
(“reunion” in Chinese), and symbolises family unity and harmony.
In Singapore, these soft, gooey glutinous balls are usually filled
with black sesame or peanut paste, and often cooked and
served in a sweet ginger or peanut soup.
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Origin Stories
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Winter Solstice occurs when the North Point is tilted

at its maximum distance from the sun, making it the
longest night of the year in the Northern Hemisphere.
Winter Solstice is celebrated in many cultures, but for the
Chinese, it is celebrated as Dongzhi (%Z), which means
“the peak of winter”. It occurs on the 22nd of the 24 solar
terms and takes place roughly at the midpoint of the 11th
lunar month, typically between December 21 and 23 in the
Gregorian calendar. It is also the last Chinese festival of
the year.
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24 Solar Terms
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The 24 solar terms refer to the 24 periods in the traditional
lunisolar calendar, which ancient farmers used to track seasonal
changes and plan their farming activities. Each season has six
solar terms. In winter, they are the Beginning of Winter,

Light Snow, Heavy Snow, Winter Solstice, Moderate Cold and
Severe Cold. Winter Solstice refers to the period when the yin
energy is at its maximum, as the Northern Hemisphere tilts
furthest away from the sun, marking the shortest day and
longest night of the year.

In ancient times, people regarded the eve of Winter Solstice

as the last day of the year, and celebrated it as the “Little New
Year”. However, people stopped celebrating it when Emperor
Wu of Han decided to fix the new year on the first day of the first
lunar month. However, the saying “everyone becomes a year
older right after Winter Solstice” remains. Originally, Dongzhi
was also known as Farmers’ Festival, when people offered
thanksgiving for good harvests.
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It’s everyone’s birthday?

XRXRESTANER?

Why do we eat dumplings?
AL EZRF?

SINGAPO)
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Why do we eat tangyuan?
At oLz E?

Some Chinese communities believe that Winter Solstice is
extremely auspicious. According to Chinese beliefs, yang (FH)
represents masculine and positive energy, while yin (FF)
embodies feminine and negative energy. During Winter Solstice,
yin is at its peak and will gradually be replaced by yang, referring
to a longer day and shorter night. This also marks the beginning
of a new solar term, and is considered a mini “New Year” among
the Chinese. Some elderly even consider this particular day to be
everyone’s birthday!
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There’s a popular saying in northern China that if you don’t
have dumplings on this day, your ears will freeze and fall off!
The story goes that during one winter a long time ago, a doctor,
Zhang Zhongjing, was troubled that many people were suffering
from the extreme cold. He then boiled a pot of mutton with
medicinal ingredients, minced the meat up, wrapped them in
dough, and shaped them to look like ears. Those who suffered
from frostbitten ears were given this “cold dispelling” soup.
Subsequently, people made dumplings the same way and ate
them during the festival to honour him. It has since become a
tradition that is still practised in northern China today.
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How did the practice of eating tangyuan during Winter Solstice
come about in Singapore? It is said that a pair of poor father

and daughter arrived at a small town in Fujian, and the daughter
decided to stay on to work for a family. Before leaving, the father
took out a tangyuan and asked the daughter to cut it into half,
before they each consume half of the rice ball. They made

a pact to each eat a full tangyuan when they were reunited.
During the next Winter Solstice, the daughter made two big
tangyuan and stuck them on the main door, hoping that her
father would come back for her. Finally, the father showed up
and they were reunited. After that, people in the area followed
suit and stuck tangyuan on their main doors to symbolise
reunion and good luck.
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Winter
Solstice 101
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Celebrating Winter Solstice FIIEEZEST

SINGAPO
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During Winter Solstice, some families would pay respects to their
ancestors in temples by placing offerings in front of ancestral
tablets. These tablets serve as placards to symbolise the seat
of ancestors, and offerings such as steamed buns of different
colours and animal shapes would be prepared to represent the

family’s thriving livestock. Mtznsin«lnel
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During post-war Singapore, one of the treats eaten during
the festival is known as koay ee (pulot rice cake) which were
sometimes served in treacle. Like tangyuan, they are ball-
shaped glutinous dough cooked in boiling water, but unlike
tangyuan, koay ee did not have fillings. M12n3I04Is]
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Not too long ago, making tangyuan was a common
inter-generational activity where family members made coloured
glutinous rice balls together. It’s believed that eating tangyuan
symbolises that you’ve turned a year older. Nowadays,
people usually buy tangyuan from hawker stalls or purchase
ready-made, frozen tangyuan for convenience. The modern
tangyuan comes in a variety of flavours and can be prepared
in different ways. (4I6i7]
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Fast forward to today, tangyuan has become an integral part
of Winter Solstice celebrations locally. During Winter Solstice
in Singapore, Chinese families typically gather for a feast and
complete the reunion with a bowl of tangyuan each. Tangyuan in
various colours continue to be prepared as part of ancestor and
deity worship. 40sli7]
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Tangyuan Galore
MRS EFIE

When our forefathers arrived in Singapore, they brought
along with them recipes like winter tonic soups for

Winter Solstice. However, due to Singapore’s sunny
weather, most recipes proved to be unsuitable, except for
tangyuan. Besides climate, influences from Singapore’s
diverse ethnic and Chinese dialect cultures have also led
to local variations of tangyuan as listed below.
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Cantonese
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Some Cantonese enjoy adding small pieces of brown
sugar as the filling for their tangyuan.
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Teochew

AT,

Tangyuan for the Teochews is known as “Ah Balling”, which
comes from the Teochew phrase “B8&}#” (pronounced as

“Ah Balling”), meaning “mother duck’s eggs”. The term is used
to describe tangyuan’s resemblance to floating duck eggs while
being cooked in soup.

In Singapore, 75 Ah Balling Peanut Soup is a household name
which has been serving classic Ah Balling in peanut soup for
decades. ™
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Hakka
BRI

The Hakka version of tangyuan does not have any fillings and
is served in a savoury broth made from vegetables and pork.
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Peranakan
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For the Peranakans, tangyuan is called kueh ee. Some
Peranakan Chinese families stick red and white kueh ee to
the back of their front doors in order to drive out eviland
bring in good fortune. The different colours of the balls
represent the yin and yang of nature. e
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Other food eaten
during Winter Solstice

ZEHERERR

Winter Solstice in Singapore is commonly associated with

the making and/or eating of tangyuan. However, in other parts
of the world, other types of food are prepared and consumed
during this period as part of the celebrations. €12
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Nuts

UL

One’s bodily functions begin to slow down during the
winter. Some believe that nuts like peanuts, walnuts, and
almonds provide nourishment for the body and can help
defend the body against the cold.
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Red bean and glutinous rice
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In areas south of the Yangtze River, families get together
on Winter Solstice to enjoy a meal made of red bean and
glutinous rice as they believe the meal will ward off ghosts
and other malevolent entities.

ERIME—EMX, MIEELE—RARE—ER
— AL SRR ARBIIR, BEIRE RBFF 120

Festivals TiH | WinterSolstice &%



SINGAPO

NG E S &

Other food eaten
during Winter Solstice
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Mutton and vermicelli soup
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In Yinchuan, Ningxia Hui autonomous region, people call
midwinter the “Ghost Festival”. During this occasion, it's
a tradition to enjoy a meal of mutton and vermicelli soup,
alongside dumplings that are in the soup.
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Dumplings
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In northern China, eating dumplings is essential during the
Winter Solstice. There’s a saying that goes: “To have dumplings
on Winter Solstice and noodles on Summer Solstice.” (ZERF

EEM)

According to legend, a doctor Zhang Zhongjing met many

people who suffered frostbite during winter. Hoping to solve the
problem, he cooked a pot of mutton, hot peppers and herbs, and
wrapped them in dough to dispel the cold. Today, people make
dumplings in honour of him.
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Other food eaten
during Winter Solstice

ZEHERERR

Wantons Rice cakes

TR 3

People in Suzhou, Jiangsu province, eat wantons in midwinter. Residents of Hangzhou eat rice cakes when Winter Solstice
According to legend, 2500 years ago, the King of Wu was tired arrives. In the past, households would prepare these cakes
of all kinds of foods and wanted to eat something different. as offerings to honour their ancestors or as gifts to family
Court beauty Xishi made wantons for the king, who liked and friends.

them very much.

Today, while fewer families eat rice cakes, locals there still
To honour Xishi, the people of Suzhou started regarding continue to purchase rice cakes for Winter Solstice.
wantons as a dish that is associated with the festival.
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