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Mid-Autumn Festival
One of Chinatown’s most colourful celebrations, the Mid-Autumn or Mooncake Festival is a time for
tradition and family reunion.

During the Mid-Autumn Festival, children in Chinatown and elsewhere in Singapore parade their
lanterns under the glow of a full moon, while the adults and kids nibble on mooncakes, eaten in
celebration of a tradition that dates back more than 2,000 years.
Origin of the festival
Falling on the 15th day of the eighth lunar month, the festival had for centuries in China marked the
end of both the autumn harvest and the Hungry Ghost Festival.
Many Singaporeans remember the myths around the Mid-Autumn Festival, told to them as
children’s stories. Perhaps the most famous is that of Chang-Er (嫦娥) and her husband, the archer
Hou Yi (后羿), who shot down nine of the 10 suns to save the earth from burning.
For his bravery, he was given the elixir of immortality, inciting envy and greed in the people around
him. To prevent them from stealing the elixir, Chang-Er drank it instead and ascended to the moon,
where she lives in exile with a jade rabbit as her companion.
Another folk tale relates to the origins of the mooncakes, which were believed to have been used by
the Han Chinese to overthrow the Mongols more than 700 years ago during the Yuan dynasty. By
hiding secret messages in the mooncakes, the Han revolutionaries were able to foment a rebellion
during the Mid-Autumn Festival. This is why the festival is also known as the Mooncake Festival.
No matter the origin, the stories had at least one fact correct: On this night, the moon is at its
roundest and brightest, a sight that has inspired Chinese poets for centuries. Back then, moon
worship took place as people offered sacrifices as thanks for a bountiful harvest.
The full moon remains a symbol of reunion in Chinese culture, and the Mid-Autumn Festival is a time
of coming together for loved ones.
How the festival was celebrated in Singapore in the past
For decades in Chinatown, families would gather in the evening for moon appreciation (shang yue 賞
月) parties. They would light lanterns, eat large mooncakes, steamed small yams and round pomelo
fruit, drink tea and admire the moon.
Prayers were also offered to the moon at Chinese temples in the area. Single women would pray to
the moon goddess for marriage. The day was also auspicious for weddings because that was when
Chang-Er, the moon goddess, was said to extend conjugal bliss to couples.
Lanterns shaped as goldfish or stars would hang from specialist shops along the five-foot-ways in
Temple Street and Smith Street, although simple traditional paper versions could also be bought
from other stores.
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In those days, lanterns would be made from bamboo frames and thin paper or translucent
cellophane, with a small candle in the centre. Often, the flimsy lanterns would catch fire, to the
disappointment of its young owner.
Bakeries would be a constant hive of activity during mooncake season. As the orders rolled in, they
would rush to make the dense, moon-shaped pastries by hand. They would mould the dough and fill
each with lotus seed paste, salted duck egg yolk, or a thick paste known as “golden trotter” made
from nuts, orange peel and ham.
Families would shop for mooncakes in Chinatown, tasting and buying these treats from stalls and
bakeries. In the 1950s, traditional cake shops like Tai Chung Kok and Tai Tong in Pagoda Street would
also put up mechanical dolls and moving puppets in their shopfront to entice customers. These
displays would add to the festive atmosphere in Chinatown’s streets, as people revelled in the nighttime activities.
Modern-day celebrations
Annual community-scale festivities continue to take place in Chinatown and have become more
striking as the years go by. Large lantern displays now sit on the road dividers of South Bridge Road,
along with a massive street light-up in Chinatown, which is done on a scale comparative to that of
Chinese New Year.
Recent highlights of the Mid-Autumn Festival have included stage shows, lantern-painting
competitions, pop-up street-food stalls and traditional activities like fortune telling, Chinese
calligraphy and Chinese opera.
Today, many of the festival’s traditions remain. Kids still take part in lantern processions, but now
carry glowing plastic lanterns in the shape of popular cartoon characters, powered by batteries and
accompanied with music.
Singaporeans hold the season’s chief delicacy in high regard. Sweet mooncakes go on sale about a
month before the festival, and are often beautifully packaged in souvenir boxes, presented as gifts
for friends, family and corporate clients or partners.
Besides the traditional fillings, mooncakes are now filled with exotic ingredients from coffee to
champagne to chocolate. Also popular are the snow skin mooncakes with their light and chewy
texture. These pastel-coloured pastries are made from glutinous rice flour, and use vegetable oil
instead of lard. Healthier versions of mooncakes are also available and use even less sugar and oil.
Also eaten during the Mid-Autumn Festival are pomelos – those large, round citrus fruit with a light
green skin. Eat the fruit along with morsels of mooncakes and pots of oolong or Osmanthus tea, and
you will enjoy a very traditional sweet ending to a much-loved Chinese celebration.
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