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About Thian Hock Keng

/Thian Hock Keng was built in 1840 along
Telok Ayer Street, a bustling meeting point
among min (i) businessmen and an important
congregation point for Hokkiens. Upon the
completion of Thian Hock Keng, southbound
immigrants who had just landed or northbound
immigrants heading back to China would
always stop by the temple facing the waterfront
to pray for calm waves and a safe journey.

The construction of Thian Hock Keng signified
the transformation of an immigrant society to
one that planted its roots. The temple, hailed
to be the biggest building island-wide then,
took many years of sweat and toil and heavy
financial commitments to complete. It was

-

also deemed to be the religious centre for
the Chinese community at that time. Today,
although Thian Hock Keng is primarily a min
temple, its worshippers are not limited to
min descendants. It has transcended dialect
boundaries and worshippers are from all walks
of life.

Thian Hock Keng is a rare temple that
encompasses  Taoism, Buddhism  and
Confucianism. In addition to its main deity,
Goddess of the Seas, other deities include
Goddess of Mercy and Confucius. Over the
years, it has continued to attract devotees
of different dialect groups and is especially
crowded during birthday celebrations of deities.j
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Architectural significance in its
layout refers to the structure
and design of the temple and
how it is built; while its carvings,
sculptures and murals present
messages of cultural heritage
and traditions as expressed by
craftsmen during construction.

A prosperity and success (%)

The architectural significance of
Thian Hock Keng may be presented in its:

Symbols of Language
Language symbols are
generally portrayed through
the use of homophonic
(“sounds like”)

Entrance Hall

The stone carved windows are accentuated in
the corners by four bats. Four bats in Mandarin
shares the same pronunciation as “ci (1&)” “fu (#&)”
which means blessed with luck and prosperity.

Use of the fruit sarcodactylus (commonly known
as Buddha'’s Hand)({# 3 JI\) means prosperity and
longevity (f& %)

Use of the long melon (bottle gourd) (857) means
prosperity and success ({&##)

Use of the radish (3€3k) means good omen
“cai tou (¥3k)”

Use of the catfish (& f) means having excess

“yu ()" wealth every year (EEBH)
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A flag (18)

A seal (ED)

Central Hall

Paintings of a flag (), ball (¥k), pen (%) and
seal (El) on the eaves of the central hall in
Mandarin shares the same pronunciation as the
Chinese idiom “qi (#7) qiu (K) bi (@) ying (Ez)”
which means your prayers will be granted.

Carvings and Pictorial Symbols
Symbols of Auspicious Tidings

Nature such as mountains, river, water and
clouds; and mythical animals that are deemed
to benefit humans are often found in a temple’s
architecture. For example, clouds are often
depicted with mythical dragons. Dragons are
believed to command rainfall. Clouds bring rain.
Both aid farming. Phoenixes are also auspicious
symbols representing peace. As the King of Birds,
phoenixes are usually depicted with the King of
Flowers, the peony, to signify good tidings.

Central Hall

Paintings of phoenixes with peonies can be
located in the central hall of Thian Hock Keng.

Main Entrance

Guarding the main door of Thian Hock Keng is a
pair of stone lion sculptures believed to be able
to ward off evil spirits.
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Symbols of Fertility and
Offsprings

Praying for heirs is an important tradition amongst
families. In a Chinese temple, plants and animals
associated with abundance are used to depict
desires for heirs and offsprings.

Fish is seen as a symbol of fertility as it lays
numerous eggs at a time. In addition, fish in
Mandarin is pronounced as “yu” which sounds
similar to “yu ()" meaning excess, abundance
and continuity.

Rodents are also used in carvings or paintings
to represent blessings for offsprings as rodents
produce multiple litters every year. It is also
believed to be a deity for offsprings () and most
often depicted with pumpkins which have many
seeds. Seeds in Mandarin is “zi ()" which is a
homonym for “children”.

Plants with flourishing leaves and many seeds are
used to represent blessings for offsprings and
prosperity for descendants. Common sightings
include pomegranates, lotus, peanuts, grapes
and pumpkins.

“Rat Nibbling A Pumpkin” symbolises prosperity
for many descendants.

Pomegranates can be sighted on many carvings
in Thian Hock Keng. It is often depicted with
peaches and sarcodactylus (Buddha’s hand) to
represent fertility, longevity and prosperity.




MKFEARES Symbols of Longevity

B E., L5, EYnEiE. &4 Plants and animals associated with longevity

Sl KR ITEGRE, :;CljuggaboiLdS, cranes, deer, chrysanthemum, pine,

PUIL A Em s 2R R/ LB ES /L ar i, The Eight Immortals are adopted to represent
REMKEEFENEE, longevity.
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<Treasure box and 3
copper coins
represents “lian
zhong san yuan
(EH =)

Peonies are often associated with wealth and»
affluence (B RIEME)

Symbols of Success,
Achievements and Wealth

Usually, crustaceans (B & 2 zh¥)) are used as they
represent “ke jia (F+E)” which means to succeed
as scholars in ancient imperial examinations.

Prawns and crabs depicted in Thian Hock
Keng’s architecture are said to portray success
in examinations.

The use of a treasure box and 3 copper coins
represents “lian zhong san yuan (EH =Jt)” in the
ancient imperial examinations. Today, it is said to
mean academic achievements.

Because of its bright colours, peonies are often
associated with wealth and affluence. Deer (FE)
has the same pronunciation in Mandarin as
“lu (#%)” or success and is also used to represent
achievements and accomplishments.

Wishes and prayers of devotees are commonly
reflected in a temple’s architecture with the use
of carvings and paintings of symbolic plants,
animals, nature; and through the homophonic
features of the language and basic characteristics
of these symbols.

Try locating these symbols of blessings! Have fun.

<Prawns and crabs portray success in
examinations (4F 5% $fETh &)

Deer represent achievements and
accomplishments (B85 “#&” E&)
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® 2001 Architectural Heritage Awards

® 6th SIA Architectural Design Awards 2001
® SIA-ICI Dulux Colour Awards 2001 (Silver)
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¢ UNESCO Asia-Pacific Heritage Awards
for Culture Heritage Conservation 2001
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