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Preface

In the pursuit of scholarship one should guard against being undisciplined or allowing
one’s sense of purpose to be distracted. There are three things to be refused when it comes to
scholarship: (1) refuse to rely on those with wealth and power, or do meaningless things just
because you are asked to do so; (2) scholarship is a task timed for eternity so never compete for
a moment of glory with vermin of empty learning, thereby wasting precious hours; (3) do not
envy or aspire to empty titles and high positions, for such people learn nothing their entire lives,
and all they sing in their masquerades are merely empty words. In this way, scholars can first push
away distractions, live at peace and sit up straight. With one’s heart calm and intention focused,
one can carry out research wholeheartedly. In addition to these three refusals, a scholar must also
be a “fool”. The great sinologist Professor Jao Tsung-i once said, “There are many people who do
true research. I am not worried that scholarship will come to an end. But there may not be many
people who do the kind of scholarship that I do. Because after all what is one doing when being so
foolish as to research topics that many specialists view as boring questions? And not to make any
money at it!” Professor Jao indeed did many “foolish™ things in his life. One of these was, while
serving as theHead of the Chinese Studies Department of Singapore University (todays NUS),
with unique vision, on behalf of this country to search for Chinese inscriptions. These were things
that no one else cared about, but had instead simply let disappear. He compiled these sources into “A
Chronological Account of Singapore and Malayan Chinese Inscriptions”. With this act, he opened
up a new chapter in the research of Chinese Singapore-Malayan Chinese history.

In 1892, the French scholar Henri Cordier said sinological reseach must simultaneously
putsue literary training and field research. At the same time as developing linguistic research, it
was also necessary to pay attention to epigraphy and archaeology. Truly, records in the archives
can have gaps, and data from metal and stone inscriptions can fill in the gaps in the paper record,
or can correct their errors, In 1967, while I was at ANU researching the disasters and omens of
the reign of the Eastern Han Emperor An, I examined Han epigraphy, the archaeological texts
from Mawangdui, and the official records and compared them all, leading to new discoveries
and interpretations. In 1978, I returned after graduation and saw the urban re-development
of Singapore, in which one after another the old and broken down temples of Singapore were
destroyed. The stone inscriptions in these temples disappeared one after another. 1 felt great
sorrow at this loss. Later Chen T’ieh-fan and Wolfgang Franke and the Japanese scholar Hibino
Takeo encouraged me—it was my duty as a citizen and a historian to follow their path and do
similar “foolish” things. In my spare time from my work with archival materials, all on my own, I
visited old temples and buildings, and tramped across wild and deserted cemeteries, gathering and
recording inscriptions. I was adrift in a small skiff on the vast sea of scholarship. 1 edited Collected

Records of Malaccan and Singaporean Chinese Stele Inscriptions (1998) and Heroic Images of Ming Loyalists: A
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Study of the Spirit Tablets of the Ghee Hin Kongsi Leaders in Singapore (1996), and wrote several articles
on related topics.

Over 30 years later, there are finally some scholars who are willing to continue this lonely
field of studies. This calls for respect and is most commendable. The foreign renowned Sinologist
Professor Kenneth Dean has studied Daoism and Chinese popular religion for many years. His
~ reputation is well-established, his pubh'catior‘xs are voluminous, and he is both refined and broad in
his scholarship. He carried out over 20 years of fieldwork together with Professor Zheng Zhenman
of Xiamen University, and they edited Epigraphical Materials on the History of Religion in Fujian,
published in seven large volumes. Recently he has moved south, and together with the scholar
of Singaporean Buddhism, Dr. Hue Guan Thye, has worked very hard over several years, visiting
Singaporean Chinese temples, native-place associations, and other sites, collecting epigraphic
materials. They followed the format of Wolfgang Franke and Chen T’ieh-fan’s Chinese Epigraphic
Materials in Malaysia, completing this enduring grand model in order to pass it on to later scholars.
This truly is a great event that shakes up and illumines our national historical field. Prof. Dean and
Dr. Hue have moreover dedicated this great volume to all the people of Singapore; there is no
greater honour for our people than this.

Chinese Epigraphy in Singapore, 1819-1911 is a large volume of almost 1,500 pages, recording
1,200 inscriptions on stone and metal, all richly illustrated. Opening up this volume and reading
through it, I was deeply impressed. To gather such a large number of different kinds of stelae and
inscriptions is truly a difficult task. That they were able to complete this task is a testimony to the
determination of Prof. Dean and Dr. Hue. The great efforts of these two scholars to gather and
edit these materials will never be forgotten.

This volume’s broad gathering of dispersed soutces, the inclusion of eatlier scholarly works,
their verification of variant source and their correction of earlier mistakes, the filling in of omitted
records, the completion of the dreams of eatlier scholars—this will open these sources up to future
researchers and transmit them to later generations. This will provide the materials for scholars of
later ages to build their precious castles in the sky. Within the historical study of Singaporean and
Malaysian Chinese epigraphy, although it is not the very first work in this field, it is still a major
work of trans-historical importance. This is a case of “indigo emerging even bluer than the blue
plant it comes from”.

There are three major points I would like to make about this book:

(1) Wolfgang Franke and Chen Tieh-fan’s Chinese Epigraphic Materials in Malaysia included
brief summaries of the epigraphic texts and the histories of the temples and native-place
associations in which they were found. Chinese Epigraphy of Singapore advances one step. Prof. Dean
has spared no effort, drawing upon his high attainments in Chinese and English and his deep
scholarly accomplishments, painstakingly searching for the meanings and carefully crafting phrases

to translate the epigraphic texts. Thus those who do not understand Chinese language can make
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use of the historical materials included in this book. His thoughtfulness truly deserves respect. The
translated texts in the book are clear and elegant. Each phrase is a jem, and each sentence is refined,
so that the texts are wonderful and exceptional, which is something not every scholar can achieve.

(2) In order to preserve the original form of the texts, throughout the entire book the
original layout of the inscriptions is reproduced. When Chinese commissioned stelae and plaques
and had them carved, they usually invited famous literati to compose the text, and asked renowned
artists to write the calligraphy. The colorful photography in this volume preserves the original
format as well as the style and varied beauty of the exquisite calligraphy—thus becoming a major
resource for the history of the calligraphy of Singapore. Important examples include the inscribed
plaques composed in the calligraphy of the Guangxu Emperor in the Wak Hai Cheng Bio and the
Tian Hock Keng, the plaques in the Ying Fo Fui Kun written by Wang Daxie (1860-1929), the
late Qing Provisional Candidate and Secretary of the Qing Foreign Office, and that by President
Chiang Kai-shek (1887-1975), and the plaque in the Ning Yeung Wui Kuan by Wu Tiecheng (1888-
1953), Director of the KMT Central Overseas Affairs Bureau.

(3) In the process of recording stone inscriptions, traditional epigraphic scholarship has
mostly altered variant characters into standard form, and restored phonetic loan characters to their
standard origirial terms. This has actually been a great loss for linguistic research. This volume
has preserved the true appearance of the original inscriptions. Each time variant characters were
encountered, they had their printers design identical graphs, preserving original materials for
historians and linguists. This can be considered a major innovation.

The Chinese Department of the National University of Singapore has carried forward the
spirit of Professor Jao Tsung-i, and provided support for this project of Prof. Dean and Dr. Hue.
NUS Press has been willing to take on the great costs of printing this major work, kindly providing
support to the scholarly community, thus making a great contribution to Singapore Studies—this is
an act of boundless beneficence.

I have long felt great respect for Prof. Dean’s scholarship. But Prof. Dean is most humble—
he thinks of me as a kindred spirit due to my delight in epigraphic research in earlier years. Last
year when he visited my home, he asked me to write a preface for this volume. In the face of this
courteous request, I felt honored and overwhelmed. Compared to Prof. Dean’s academic standards
and accomplishments, I felt left far behind, and unable to provide useful critique. Here I have done
my best to respond to his request, and written out a few words, which I dare not consider as a
preface.

David Chng, written with care and respect, 22 November 2013
(Trans. K. Dean)
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Introduction

Chinese Epigraphy in Singapore 1819—1911 presents the epigraphic materials dating from
1819-1911 found in Chinese temples, native-place clans, and guild associations, as well as schools
and hospitals of Singapore. In order to preserve the entire historical record of each site with
. inscriptions from this early period, all dated inscriptions found in the site, from the eatliest times
to the present day, are included. These cultural artifacts possess a high artistic and historical value.
Many display beautiful calligraphy and fine stone or woodcarving, They tepresent a valuable, but
under-appreciated repository of Singapore’s historical and cultural heritage.

Chinese Epigraphy in Singapore presents a total of 1278 inscriptions, in the following categories:
395 inscriptions (stone, bronze, brass, wood, plastic and paper), 450 plaques (wood and stone),
268 couplets (wood and stone), 23 bronze bell inscriptions, 43 censers (stone and bronze), 8
inscriptions on temple beams, 6 “cloud-board” chimes, 2 placards, 27 altar-tables, 7 altarpieces, 1
pair of candlesticks, 1 theater-stage, 8 (bronze and wood) carvings, 2 god spirit-tablets, 3 carved
stone temple lions, 1 temple drum, 3 weapons and 30 additional miscellaneous inscriptions.

These materials provide evidence of the central role of the early Chinese temples and
associations of Singapore in the everyday life of the immigrant communities, as well as the
networks of support underlying these temples. The more recent inscribed texts from each site
detail the tremendous changes that the Chinese temples and other associations of Singapore had
undergone due to the massive pressure of urban development. Some relate the process of the
establishment of new “united temples”, combining several earlier temples that were forced to
move from their original location and combine with other temples in what we believe is a unique
Singaporean institution.' Taken altogether, these materials provide a foundation for future studies
of the history of Chinese communities in Singapore. These sources provide many new perspectives
for the study of the social and cultural history of Singapore.

These materials are presented here in a bilingual edition, making these sources available
to those interested in the historical and cultural heritage of Singapore. There were many other
early Chinese institutions in Singapore which did not leave behind inscriptions, but which left
other records (such as land deeds, documents of registration, board room minutes). We include an

Appendix listing these institutions at the end of this Introduction.

Layout of the volume

In each chapter, we first provide: (1) a brief bilingual introduction to the temple or
association, followed by: (2) the name of the principal deity (or ancestors) worshipped at the site,
(3) a list of the cultural artifacts found in the site follows, arranged by date of the inscriptions.’
The epigraphic materials are then presented as follows: (4) temple stelae (stone inscriptions and
inscribed brass plates), (5) temple plaques on wood and stone, (6) temple couplets on wood and

stone, and finally (7) other cultural artifacts (including temple bells, cloud-boards, censers, altar-

1 Hue Guan Thye, “The Evolution of the Singapore United Temple: The Transformation of Chinese Temples”
Chinese Southern Diaspora Studies, Volume 5, 201112, Canberra: The Australian National University, pp. 157-74.
* Estimated dates are presented within square brackets.

XV111



tables, etc.) Within each chapter, each item is listed by chapter number, followed by the number
of item arranged chronologically. Thus for example, the first temple plaque in the first chapter is
listed as 1.01. For each item, we provide a color photograph of the original, a Chinese transcription
of the full text of that item, including any variant characters (yi#%7), and an English translation of
the title (for stelae), or the text of the inscription or couplet, along with additional translations of
the names or categories of the donors of plaques or couplets or other items. At the end of each
chapter, the reader will find an English translation of the main text of the longer inscriptions.

It must be mentioned at the outset that the English translations included here are only one
possible reading of these rich materials. In particular, the translations of the couplets do an injustice
to the originals, which can and must be read (in a downward vertical flow) as two consecutive lines
of verses, while they must also be read simultaneously horizontally, as paired phrases or expressions
in parallel or antithetical relation to one another. This adds considerable tension and movement
between the lines. The couplet form draws its extraordinary range and scope from the tradition of
Chinese poetry, which endlessly works with parallelism and antithesis. Thus the English translations
included in this book are only a bare summary of the main narrative movement of the couplet, but
lack the back and forth vibrancy which is the essence of the art form.

For some chapters we have also added critical notes, to explain certain readings in our
translations, or to provide additional information where necessary. For each entry, we cite eatlier
published versions of the text if they are known to us. We have not itemized the differences
between these earlier editions of the epigraphic materials and our own version, as this would be
too laborious and of little value. Instead, we present our own transcriptions of the stelae and other
inscribed objects for interested readers to compare with earlier versions.

In the section providing translations of the main text of the stone inscriptions, we also
include a punctuated text in modern Chinese (with variant characters amended to their current
standard forms) to provide ease of reading for readers unfamiliar with the bewildering variety of
variant characters found on stone inscriptions. Punctuating a text of Classical Chinese into modern
grammatical units is tantamount to providing an interpretation of that text, and we hope this will
assist readers of Modern Chinese as well. For some inscriptions which are already bilingual, and
which are clearly legible, we have not provided transcriptions. Where we are unable to decipher a
word, we have indicated this in the text of the transcription with an empty square icon. In principle,
we do not try to guess the meaning of an unclear or effaced word, but leave it blank instead. Thus
some damaged inscriptions will have many passages marked as illegible.

Names of temples and individuals in the English text are given according to their official
spelling, which are usually based on transliterations of the pronunciation within their dialect group.
Mandarin Chinese pronunciation of personal and place names is provided in pinyin transliteration
within brackets on their first occurrence, along with English translations of the names of temples
and other institutions. In some cases, we have not beén able to locate the official spelling of
individual personal names, and for this we apologize. Official Chinese titles are translated in
accordance with Charles Hucker, A Dictionary of Official Titles in Imperial China (Stanford University
Press, 1985).
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The nature of epigraphic materials

The inscriptions included in this volume were carved on hard and imperishable materials,
such as stone, wood, brass or bronze. Epigraphic materials, as Franke (1982:1) stated, can be
divided into two categories, those in which the inscription gives supplemental information about
the object on which it is inscribed (for example, the names of the donor of a bell), and those for

“which the inscriptions exists for its own sake, or for the information it includes (in these cases the
material inscribed, such as a slab of stone or a wooden board, has been prepared explicitly for this
purpose). Both forms are found in this volume.

Tsuen-hsuin Tsien’s Written on Bamboo and Silk: The Beginnings of the Chinese Books and Inseriptions
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1962) gives an overview of the key categories of epigraphic
materials in China. Franke (1982) has briefly outlined the history of epigraphic research in China
since the 12th century, noting that beginning with the works of Ou-yang Xiu (1007-72) and Zheng
Qiao (1104-62) (who included a chapter on epigraphy in his Tongzhi (Comprebensive Record) of 1155,
this field has resulted in hundreds of published studies, see Endymion Wilkinson, Chinese History: A
New Manual (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard Yenching Institute, 2013) for an overview of the field of
epigraphic research.

Epigraphy as a branch of historical research began in the West only in the 18th century,
focusing on Greek and Roman materials. The study of epigraphy in both China and Europe has
made vital contributions to the study of ancient civilizations. In China however, jinshixue (the study
of inscriptions on stone and metal) paid less attention to the socio-historical materials found in
temples and native-place associations across China. The focus was primarily on official inscriptions,
or inscriptions of Confucian, Buddhist, or Daoist classics, or literary works, or inscriptions
featuring rare or impressive calligraphy. Thus the bulk of local inscriptions were ignored, even in
sections of local gazetteers dedicated to local epigraphy. One editor of such a gazetteer, the (Kangxi)
Ninghuna sianghi stated that he felt it was his duty as an editor to improve the style and language of
the original inscriptions that he chose to include. Even when the main texts were included, the lists
of contributors, which provide vital sources for the analysis of local society, were usually left out.
Needless to say, the accurate collection of stone inscriptions remains a basic and essential task for
the study of local and regional history, as well as transregional and transnational histories.

Franke (1982) points out that the rise of capitalism and the expansion of the Chinese
population from the mid-Ming onward led to the emergence of new social institutions, such a
native-place associations, guilds, and various commercial associations. Such organizations spread
rapidly in China in the 16th and 17th centuries. These institutions produced and preserved a large
number of stone inscriptions. Written for people who were not members of the ruling official

class, their scope, techniques, and styles varied considerably from official inscriptions.

“The inscriptions are at sight (i.e., on display and in view), ubiquitous in any
Chinese social institution to the present day. They are not merely a decoration
of aesthetic value, but the manifestation of the spirit of what is reckoned as
good and worth perpetuating. It is not exaggeration to say that the enormous
accretion of these inscriptions ‘mitrors’, to a certain extent, the change and
continuity of the Chinese cultural tradition in the environment they live in.”
(Franke and Ch’en, 1980:2)



