
CHINESE
WEDDINGS

SMALL COUNTRY, 
BIG ON FESTIVITIES

We know all about the big four festive celebrations in Singapore – Chinese 
New Year, Hari Raya Puasa, Deepavali, and Christmas. However, there are 
many other interesting and deeply meaningful festivities that we celebrate 
here in our Little Red Dot.

Pongal is the harvest festival held to begin the 
auspicious month of Thai (usually January or 
February). Tamils celebrate it by cooking the Pongal 
dish. The word pongal means “to boil over” or 
“overflow” in Tamil. Hence, when the dish is cooked 
and the rice and milk boil over, family members cry 
out “Pongollo Pongal” which means “may this rice boil 
over” to signify greater fortunes in the year to come. 
In Singapore, this celebration also includes prayers at 
the home and temple.

Thingyan celebrates the Myanmar New Year, 
signifying new beginnings. Just like Thailand’s popular 
Songkran Festival, water splashing is a main feature of 
Thingyan. First, offerings are made to temple deities. 
Next, the statue of Buddha is bathed in scented water. 
Afterwards, all the water-splashing fun takes place.
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THINGYAN

From the traditional Chinese tea ceremony to the vivacious Malay bersanding 
ceremony, weddings in Singapore have evolved over the years to incorporate 
modern tastes while remaining true to our cultural roots. 

At the start of of the ceremony, the bride is given several gifts 
including the wedding saree and the thali, a bridal necklace usually 
strung from yellow thread. The bride then leaves to change into her 
new saree and when she returns, the groom ties the thali around her 
neck, symbolising the union between the two. Saffron rice is thrown 
at the newly wedded couple to signify eternal bliss. The couple then 
exchange garlands and circle thrice around the ceremonial fire, 
throwing in grains of rice to keep the fire burning. This symbolises 
the eternal flame of love.

A typical tea ceremony for a Chinese wedding takes 
place at both the bride and groom’s homes. The couple 
first makes three bows directed towards heaven and 
earth, their parents, and each other, respectively. Next, 
they serve tea to their elders. The acceptance of the 
tea signifies acceptance of the bride or groom into the 
family, and seals the union in the eyes of all present. The 
wedding usually ends with a dinner banquet. 

TAMIL WEDDINGS

The typical Malay wedding begins with the akad nikah (marriage 
solemnisation). Quranic verses are recited before the kadi (religious 
official) explains the groom’s roles and responsibilities. The groom then 
makes his wedding declarations and after that the marriage certificate 
is signed by both bride and groom. Celebrations continue at the 
bersanding (“sitting together”) ceremony, where the bride and groom 
are treated as raja sehari, or King and Queen for the day. 

MALAY WEDDINGS
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What is culture without its practices, beliefs, and rituals? 
From daily routines to our ethnic celebrations, our practices 
and beliefs inject variety and colour into our lives and the 

lives of those around us.
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Translated, Qing Ming Jie means “Pure and Bright 
Festival”. Chinese Buddhist or Taoist families express 
their filial piety and respect to their ancestors by 
visiting cemeteries and columbaria with food and other 
offerings for their deceased relatives. Food offerings are 
laid out in front of the grave or niche or at the temple 
altar. Qing Ming Jie usually takes place during the first  
week of April.

HARI RAYA HAJI
Hari Raya Haji remembers the sacrifice of Ismail 
by the Prophet Ibrahim. Muslims will congregate 
in mosques to offer prayers. Additionally, the ritual 
korban (sacrifice) is performed. Live sheep, lambs, 
goats and cows are contributed by worshippers and 
cleanly slaughtered according to halal practice; 
the meat is then distributed,  including to the poor 
and needy. This is especially because the festival 
is also about sharing wealth and compassion. Hari 
Raya Haji also commemorates the Hajj, the annual 
Muslim pilgrimage to Mecca in Saudi Arabia. Every 
able-bodied Muslim with the financial means is 
expected to complete the pilgrimage at least once 
in their lives.

The official ceremony usually takes place at the gurdwara (Sikh place of worship). The groom adorns 
a sehra (a heavy beaded veil), which is draped on his turban to cover his face. The ceremony 

SIKH WEDDINGS
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opens wth hymns, after which the granthi (a 
trained reader of the Sri Guru Granth Sahib, the 
Sikh religious scripture) asks the couple and their 
parents to stand and offer a prayer. After this, the 
bride’s father places a garland of flowers on the Sri 
Guru Granth Sahib. He also garlands the couple. 
With the bride and groom each holding one end 
of the groom’s sash, the couple circles around the 
Sri Guru Granth Sahib, completing with a bow after 
each round. At the same time the granthi recites the 
marriage hymn. After a short prayer, the couple are 
pronounced husband and wife. The groom’s father 
then garlands the couple. The ceremony closes with 
a singing of the Song of Bliss.



RITUALS TO 
BEGIN A LIFE

The birth of a child is a beautiful and miraculous occasion in any 
culture. Among the ethnic communities in Singapore, there exist 
some significant rituals that take place before and after birth, to 
assure safety and a bright future ahead for both mother and child. 
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MALAY BIRTH RITES

VALAKAAPU
The “safety bangle ceremony”

When a Malay Muslim child is born, the father of the baby will whisper 
the call to prayer on the baby’s right ear. He will then whisper prayers of 
protection on the left ear. Then, seven days after the birth of the baby, 
he or she will undergo the head-shaving ceremony, known in Malay as 
majlis cukur rambut. This symbolises that the baby is a servant of Allah. 
After giving birth to the child, the mother will undergo a confinement 
period known as pantang. It lasts 44 days and is meant to preserve the 
mother’s health and femininity.   

Valakaapu is a common Tamil ceremony 
carried out during the third trimester of 
pregnancy, and in some cases, transcends 
religion. Each aspect of the ceremony has 
significance for the well-being of both mother 
and child in the upcoming birth, such as 
warding off the “evil eye”, ensuring a healthy 
birth, and soothing any anxieties of the 
mother and family. Bangles are the focal point 
of the ceremony, as symbols of marriage and 
the well-being of the family. The bangles are 
worn in odd numbers on both arms, and it 
is presumed that the clanging sound of the 
bangles will invigorate the baby’s senses. 
The ceremony closes with the mother-to-
be’s own mother gifting her silk sarees and 
bangles, and is followed by a feast. 

FUNERALS
Even in death, ethnic customs come into play in Singapore.  
In many cultures, funeral rites take on a religious approach 
and commemorate the lives of those who have passed.
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TAOIST AND 
BUDDHIST 
FUNERAL RITES

MUSLIM
FUNERAL 
RITES

HINDU
FUNERAL 
RITES

In Singapore, funeral rituals generally practised by 
Chinese can be classified into six main stages. These 
rituals largely apply to most Chinese families who 
adhere to the religious traditions of Buddhism, Taoism, 
Confucianism, and traditional beliefs:

1.  Gathering the family

2.  Wearing mourning garments

3.  Rituals to help the deceased into the netherworld

4.  Holding the wake

5.  Burial or cremation

6.  Installation of the deceased as an ancestor

Tamil Hindus follow an elaborate 
ritual of preparing the deceased for 
cremation. Generally, the body is first 
cleansed with purifying rituals before 
it is placed into a casket for viewing. 
Before it is cremated, prayers are 
conducted. Rice and coins on white 
cloth are placed atop the deceased. 
The person performing the rites carries 
a pot of water on his left shoulder, 
accompanied by the deceased’s 
next-of-kin, who pierces the pot with 
a sharp iron sickle so that water spills 
on the casket. This symbolises the 
Ganges, which originated from Lord 
Shiva and separates the living and the 
dead who will now go into Lord Shiva’s 
custody. After the body is cremated, 
the ashes are collected and dispersed 
into a natural water source, usually 
the sea.

A Muslim funeral typically takes place before 
sunset or at least within 24 hours from the 
time of death. Upon his or her passing, the 
deceased’s eyes are closed, their jaw is 
bound, and their body is covered with a clean 
sheet of cloth. Next, the body is prepared 
following traditional Islamic washing rites. The 
body is cleaned from top to bottom, left to right 
and repeated three to seven times. Once the 
body is cleaned and dry, it is wrapped in white 
cloth and a funeral prayer is conducted over 
the body. Finally, the body is buried at the 
cemetery.

What would culture be without its unique beliefs? Tamil Hindus believe 
in panchangam, the Hindu almanac which predicts auspicious and 
inauspicious days in the year. For the Chinese, auspiciousness is 
manifested in the celebration of festivals and customs of life cycle 
events such as childbearing and funerals. These beliefs are still held and 
practised today, but they are not necessarily adopted by everyone in any 
given community.

CHINESE 
BELIEFS

TAMIL BELIEFS 

AUSPICIOUSNESS5

Eight is a lucky number because its 
pronunciation sounds similar to the Chinese 
word for prosperity. On the contrary, the 
number four is inauspicious because it 
sounds like the Cantonese word for death.

Sticking chopsticks upright in a rice bowl is 
bad luck because it looks like the incense 
you place before a tomb to mourn someone’s 
passing.

Do not give someone a clock as a birthday 
gift, because “giving a clock” sounds similar 
to “saying goodbye on their deathbed”. 
Sharp objects as gifts are also a no-no as 
they symbolise the severing of bonds.

Not leaving leftover rice grains on the plate or 
bowl ensures that your future husband or wife 
will not have acne scars.

For Tamil Hindus, when a vehicle is bought, the first 
trip is made to a temple and a pooja (prayer) ceremony 
is carried out. Prayers are also done to Lord Shani 
(Planet Saturn). Not doing so is considered extremely 
inauspicious.

It is considered rude and disrespectful to wear shoes 
inside the house.

For Tamil Hindus, one’s legs and feet should not come 
into contact with books as they believe that books 
represent the Goddess of Knowledge and Education, 
Saraswathi, and it would be disrespectful.
 
For Tamil Hindus, if one attends a funeral, they should 
wash their feet immediately upon returning from the 
funeral to their own homes. Once they have washed 
their feet, they should immediately head to bathe 
without coming into contact with any other family 
member as it is considered inauspicious to do so.

CHINESE BIRTH RITES
Most Chinese customs during pregnancy involve avoid-
ance or diet. For example, a mother will be advised not to 
move heavy furniture to ensure the safety of herself and 
her child. She’ll also be urged to consume tonic foods 
such as chicken, ginger, and Chinese herbs like danggui 
to improve blood circulation. Upon the birth of the baby, 
the mother is expected to remain at home during the zuo 
yue, or “30-day confinement period”. The Chinese regard 
the completion of the full 30 days as the first “birthday” of 
the child. While the practice and scale of rituals may vary, 
most families still celebrate the man yue (“full moon”) of 
the baby’s birth.To indicate the completion of the child’s 
“full moon”, relatives and friends are presented with gifts, 
such as cakes and pastries.

The naming and baptism takes place a few 
weeks after the birth of the child. A suppli-
cation or ardas is carried out after which the 
Sri Guru Granth Sahib (Sikh holy scripture) is 
opened with both hands at a random page. 
The first letter of the first word of the hymn on 
that page is used to select the child’s name. 
The child’s first baptism is carried out by the 
giani (priest). He will say prayers and sprinkle 
the amrit (holy water) five times on the child’s 
head and eyes. A few drops of amrit is also 
placed in the child’s mouth. The rest of the 
amrit is then drunk by the parents and family 
members. The child’s grandparents may pres-
ent the newborn with a piece of jewellery or 
money. 

SIKH NAMING 
& BIRTH 
BAPTISM


