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Chinese Traditional Culture Seminar
W AR AL B SO JHE IR 2

On 5 December 2010, as part of its 140th Anniversary celebration, Kwong Wai Siew Peck San Theng (thereafter
abbreviated as PST) conducted a half-day seminar at the Innovation Room in Raffles Institution from 9:00 am to
12:00 pm. The seminar was attended by some 180 participants, mainly members of the 16 Cantonese Clan associations
and local and overseas guests who came to attend the celebration dinner which took place that same evening. The key
objectives of the seminar were to explain how PST has been in existence for the last 140 years, the cultural aspects of
its key activities and also its future plan. Four papers were presented, summarised as follows:

INTRODUCTION

PAPER ONE:
The Historical Development of Peck San Theng
Presenter: Mr. Leong Siew Kwai, Peck San Theng Advisor

Mr. Leong explained the origin of the burial ground
PST. It was established in 1870 by the Cantonese
emigrants from three prefectures of the Kwantung
Province namely Kwanchou Fu, Waichou Fu and
Shiewheng Fu. The PST burial ground was managed by
members from 16 Clan Associations from after the
Second World War (2WW) till now. PST was in fact
quite established even before the 2WW, and its main
source of income came from (a) the facilitation of
veneration of deceased loved ones and (b) the soul
saving rituals, also called “wan yuen sheng hui”
(literally, a gathering with bondage of ten thousand
spirits). PST also set up a primary school from 1936 till
1981, to provide free education for children of poor
families from its vicinity. Mr. Leong recalled the big
transformation of PST which began in 1973, when the
Government decided to acquire all the burial ground for
national development. After some tough negotiations,
the government decided to lease back 3.2 hectares of
land for the redevelopment of columbarium to facilitate
cremation. The redevelopment of PST was completed in
the 1980s.

PAPER TWO:

The Practice of Qingming Festival

and Its Social Purposes

Presenter: Professor Huang Tao, Wenzhou University, China.

Prof Huang’s specialisation in traditional culture leads
him to the view that tradition not only preserves the
identity of a community but also provides the foundation
for building a nation. Traditional festivals are normally

zl" connected to the 24 seasonal points in the Chinese
A

calendar, which mark either the beginnings or ends of
seasons that serve as a guardian system for year-long
agricultural activities. The three most important
pro-family festivals in Chinese culture are Spring
Festival (Chinese New Year), Mid-Autumn Festival
(Mooncake Festival) and Qingming Festival. According

to Prof Huang, Qingming ranks the top among the three.
He traced the historical development of Qingming and
pointed out that Qingming over the years has in fact
combined three festivals into one: namely, the Clear
Bright Day outing to enjoy the greenery of Springtime,
the Tomb Sweeping Day to commemorate one’s kin and
ancestors, and the Hanshi (Cold Food) Day, on which
the use of fire is banned, so as to commemorate Jie Zitui
who was burned to death more than 2,600 years ago.
Hence, Qingming has very deep social meaning in
Chinese Culture, as it encapsulates family outings, the
commemoration of the deceased as well as environmental
protection. To reaffirm its position in Chinese culture,
he confirmed that, at the end of 2007, the Chinese
Government finally decided to include the Qingming
Festival as one of the 11 national public holidays. He
expressed his admiration for the fact that PST has been
able to preserve so well the Qingming tradition for the
last 140 years.

PAPER THREE:

“Wan Yuen Sheng Hui”, or Grand Salvation Ritual:
From Southern China to Southeast Asia

Presenter: Professor Choi Chi Cheung, The Chinese
University of Hong Kong.

Professor Choi specialises in history and anthropology,
and his primary research interest is the historical
development of grand salvation rituals. He noted that
the grand salvation rituals, or “Wan Yuen Hui”,
conducted by the people in Pearl River Delta area of
Guangdong Province during the late 19th and early 20th
centuries, not only created new social meanings but also
had strong influence on the Cantonese migrants in Hong
Kong and Southeast Asia. The clearest evidence of this
is the fact that they have been conducting similar rituals
since the 20th century. He found that the rituals
conducted at the Pearl River Delta area then were in fact
aresponse to the political situation and anti-superstition
movement in China. The rituals embodied social and
political functions that not only dedicated to dead and
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(3X¥ESE14T1)  Chinese Traditional Culture Seminar
wandering souls, but were also held so as to commemorate
national heroes. Based on his research findings, he
concluded that the first “Wan Yuen Sheng Hui” organised
by PST through the combined efforts of Buddhist
monks, nuns and Taoists practitioners during 1922
closely resembled the type of “Wan Yuen Hui”
conducted by the people in the Pearl River Delta area.
Based on PST’s records, it can be found that they have
organised a total of twelve such events. Professor Choi
concluded that over the years of evolution, the meanings
of PST’s “Wan Yuen Sheng Hui” have further extended
to cover anti-superstition, the commemoration of kin
and ancestors, filial piety, fund generation and the
consolidation of ethnic identity.

PAPER FOUR:
The Future Plans of Peck San Theng
Presenter: Dr. Sam Kong San, President of Peck San Theng

Dr. Sam outlined three phases of development in Peck
San Theng:

(a) The glory days of PST: when within the space of a
century (from 1870 to 1973) PST became one of the
biggest Chinese cemeteries in Singapore, holding
more than 100,000 graves spread over 324 acres of
land,

(b) Rebuilding of PST: In 1973, after the Singapore
Government decreed that all burial grounds would
be acquired for new town development, PST
decided to continue with its tradition by moving

along with the times. It constructed a columbarium
with the capacity to house 100,000 niches on an 8
acre plot of land that had a 99-year leasehold. Over
the next 30 years (from 1973 to 2007), PST com-
pleted its rebuilding.

(c) Rebuilding the PST Glory: the implementation of a
10-year plan for remaking PST was initiated in 2007
after numerous discussions. The main purpose is to
preserve and promote PST traditional culture with a
four-pronged approach:

(1) Develop various types of veneration facilities
for people, so that they can have more choices,

(2) Develop more facilities, for instance a
multi-purpose hall, exhibition hall, and
underground car park. In this way more related
cultural activities can be supported.

(3) Customise landscaping with a green building
for energy conservation, including a roof-top/
vertical garden, solar panels, rain water
harvesting

(4) Encourage academic study on PST traditional
culture and promote tourism.

The above represents only the overall framework
together with some specific suggestions for
development. It is up to the relevant working
committees to set their priorities, work out the
details, seek appropriate funding and develop
accordingly. The aim of all these is to rebuild glory
of Peck San Theng to become a credible body, and
to preserve and promote the traditional culture of PST.
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