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Melbourne’s See Yup Kuan Ti Temple:
A Historical Overview
© 2019 Sophie Couchman
Abstract: The See Yup Kuan Ti Temple (四邑關帝廟) in South Melbourne, Victoria has been a site of
curiosity and wonder for outsiders since a temple was first erected on the site in 1856. This article brings
together a range of primary and secondary source material to provide a more historically nuanced account
of the temple’s history that shows how the temple was viewed, and how public attitudes to the temple relate
to broader public discourse about the Chinese in Victoria. It also highlights the integral place of the temple
in Australian life. In doing so, the intention is to provide a more solid basis from which the history of this
magnificent piece of Australia’s built heritage can grow and be used.
Keywords: Chinese Australian history, temples, overseas Chinese community, overseas Chinese
architecture, race relations

The See Yup Kuan Ti Temple (四邑關帝廟)1 in South Melbourne, Victoria has been a site of
curiosity and wonder for outsiders since a temple was first erected on the site in 1856.2 It is
significant as the oldest surviving and continuously operating Chinese temple in Australia and it
contains artefacts that date back to the time of its construction. Every decade or so journalists
and writers “discover” it. They are generally welcomed into the temple by a community member
or caretaker who then does their best to explain the temple and its function. The resulting
newspaper accounts are sometimes respectful, sometimes patronising, sometimes derisive and
mocking, and sometimes a bit of all of these, often with a fair dash of ignorance thrown in. They
generally present the temple as something different and “Other” to Australian life. By drawing
together a range of primary and secondary source material it is possible to provide a more
historically nuanced account of the temple’s history that shows how the public have viewed the
temple and how those attitudes were shaped by broader public discussions about the Chinese in
Victoria.3 The aim is to provide a foundation from which to build on the history of this magnificent
piece of Australia’s built heritage.4
The See Yup Society of Melbourne
The See Yup Society of Melbourne (四邑會館 Siyi Huiguan), who built, maintain and own the
temple, was established in 1854 as a mutual self-help society to support those who came to
Victoria from the See Yup (四邑 Siyi) area of Kwangtung (廣東 Guangdong) province in southern

1
This article uses traditional Chinese characters, which would have been used by Chinese arrivals in the nineteenth
and early twentieth century. Place names are romanised according to the Chinese Postal Romanisation in use in the
nineteenth and early twentieth century, and other Chinese words are romanised according to the Wade Giles system. I
use the Melbourne romanisation of “See Yup” for 四邑. Mandarin pinyin is provided in italics.
2
I use the term “temple”, which is the English word used by the Chinese community in Melbourne for the site, rather
than “joss house”, which has derogatory connotations from its use during the nineteenth century.
3

This includes several brief unpublished histories in the collection of the Port Phillip Heritage Centre dated 1977 (by
Maurice Leong Kwok Cheong) and 1983 (one by Morag Loh and another by Wong Shui Nam, Chiang Kam, Tim Loh,
Morag Loh, Jeffery Cheung and Maurice Leong Kwok Cheong), and information on the Register of the National Estate
(21 March 1978), “See Yup Society Temple,” Victorian Heritage Database,
https://vhd.heritagecouncil.vic.gov.au/places/66652, accessed 22 August 2019.
4

This article is based on a talk presented at the Emerald Hill Heritage Centre, 14 May 2019.
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China. 5 See Yup means “four districts” and covers the districts of Toishan (台山 Taishan), 6
Sunwui (新會 Xinhui),7 Hoiping (開平 Kaiping) and Yanping (恩平 Enping) (see Figure 1). The
Society functions as an umbrella organisation for associations of each of these four districts. Each
district association provides representatives who sit on the See Yup committee. One of these
district associations is the Kong Chew Society (岡州同鄉會 Gangzhou Tongxianghui) which
represents members of the Sunwui district (a district that was formerly known in Cantonese as
Kong Chew). According to oral accounts passed down through the Society, the Kong Chew
Society is believed to have been established by labourers in 1841,8 well before the gold rushes
started, and is the oldest Chinese community association in Australia. The Kong Chew and See
Yup societies both still operate today.

Figure 1. Common sources of Chinese migration to Victoria
Him Mark Lai Digital Archive: https://himmarklai.org/roots-program-lecture-notes

5

In the late twentieth century Hokshan 鶴山 (now Heshan) was added to the Siyi district and the district was renamed

五邑 Wuyi (Five Districts).
6

Formerly known as Xinning 新寧, or Sunning in Postal Romanisation.

7

Formerly known as Kuixiang 葵鄉, Gugangzhou 古岡州.

8

Mei Weiqiang, A History of See Yup Society of Victoria Australia (1854–2004), English translation (Melbourne, Vic:
See Yup Society of Victoria, Australia, 2009), p. 17.
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These district associations were run by the merchant classes, with a new President and Executive
elected every year.9 The President was expected to financially underwrite society activities.10 The
Society’s main aim was to foster a sense of community and to provide support to Chinese living
away from home in a range of ways including: remitting money back to family, dispute resolution,
letter writing and postal services, organising passages home, and the repatriation of remains after
death. Membership of district associations was free, but you needed to register and a small
payment was expected when members left Australia. Running and maintaining the temple
continues to be one of the important functions that the See Yup Society provides for the
community today.
The Temple and its Functions Today
The built form of the present-day temple is the result of a series of renovations, extensions and
additions over more than a hundred years. The temple sits on the land of the Yalukit-willam clan
of the Boon Wurrung language group11 and so the construction of the temple, only four years after
the first land sales in the area, was part of the dispossession of its first peoples and early
colonisation of the area. It is constructed on six titles that were registered in the names of six
individual trustees because, at the time of purchase, the Society did not exist as a legal entity
under Victorian law.12 Some have stated that one parcel of this land was donated to the Society
by Louis Ah Mouy (雷亞妹, 1826–1918), but Maurice Leong Kwok Cheong (梁國祥, 1919–), who
has been president of the See Yup Society or Hoiping Society eight or nine times and Secretary
almost as many, states that Louis Ah Mouy was a trustee rather than owner of the land.13
The temple has undergone four main building phases. The main buildings (currently painted
cream) were constructed in 1866 and designed by prominent architect George Wharton (see
Figure 2). The red brick building that contains the second memorial hall was constructed in 1901
to designs drawn by Harold Desbrowe Annear.14 The modern sandstone building next to the red
brick building is the third memorial hall, constructed in 2004. In 2002, a Kuanyin Pavilion designed
by Cheung Sui Fung, an RMIT graduate and senior member of the Royal Australian Institute of
Architects, was constructed in the courtyard outside one of the main buildings.15

9
C.F. Yong, The New Gold Mountain: The Chinese in Australia 1901–1921 (Richmond, South Australia: Raphael Arts
Pty Ltd, 1977), pp. 191–92.
10

Oral history interview with Maurice Leong Kwok Cheong by author, 2018, author’s collection.

11

Susan Priestley, “South Melbourne,” eMelbourne: The City Past & Present,
http://www.emelbourne.net.au/biogs/EM01401b.htm, accessed 28 August 2019.
12
Maurice Leong Kwok Cheong, “The Role of the See Yup Society in Melbourne and Victoria,” unpublished conference
paper, 2 July 2000, p. 2.
13

Personal communication with Maurice Leong Kwok Cheong, 27 September 2019. Leong, “The Role of the See Yup
Society in Melbourne and Victoria,” p. 1.
14

Morag Loh, “See Yup Temple,” eMelbourne: The City Past & Present,
http://www.emelbourne.net.au/biogs/EM01349b.htm, accessed 22 August 2019.
15

Mei, A History of See Yup Society of Victoria Australia, pp. 79-81.
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Figure 2. Front views of See Yup Kuan Ti Temple, 2019
Author’s collection

The temple itself fronts onto an unnamed laneway, with the formal entrance to the temple through
a garden that fronts onto Raglan Street (see Figure 3). Historical photographs suggest that
additional land was added to this garden area and the iron fencing replaced some time in the
twentieth century.16 Plaques in the garden note a major redevelopment of the garden in 1977,
and there is also a dedication to Louis Ah Mouy, who was a leading nineteenth-century society
member and leader of the Melbourne Chinese community, for his contribution to the temple.17
The plaque incorrectly states, as noted above, that Ah Mouy donated land to the Society for the
temple. To the dismay of some Chinese worshippers a “Japanese-style” archway was built (now
demolished) as part of the redevelopment of the gardens.18 The sign across the gate reads “See
Yup” in English with a newer sign in traditional characters which reads “關帝廟” or Kuan Ti Temple.
This newer sign replaced an earlier sign which read “VISITORS WELCOME”.19

16

A photograph taken by John William Lindt, c. 1880–1890, of the front of the temple shows a much narrower garden
area than at present. J.W. Lindt, “Sth [i.e. South] Melbourne Chinese Joss House,” La Trobe Picture Collection, State
Library of Australia, http://handle.slv.vic.gov.au/10381/184014, accessed 12 September 2019.
17

Ching Fatt Yong, “Ah Mouy, Louis (1826–1918),” in Australian Dictionary of Biography (Canberra: National Centre of
Biography, Australian National University), http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/ah-mouy-louis-2872, accessed 5 August
2019.
18

Personal communication with Maurice Leong Kwok Cheong, 30 August 2019. See also photograph of South
Melbourne Mayor Cr Reg Macey and See Yup Society President Hoi Fung outside the temple, unsourced newspaper
clipping, Port Phillip Heritage Centre; and photograph of “Curator Brian Carter with Community Leaders in Restored
Gardens, See Yup Temple, Raglan Street”, in Susan Priestley, South Melbourne: A History (Melbourne: Melbourne
University Press), p. 395.
19
See photograph illustrating “South Melbourne Developments Win Awards,” unsourced newspaper clipping, Port Phillip
Heritage Centre.
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Figure 3. Views of garden that fronts onto the See Yup Kuan Ti Temple, 2019
Author’s collection

The temple is dedicated to Kuan Ti (關帝 Guandi), also known as Kuan Yu (關羽 Guanyu) or Kuan
Kung (關公 Guangong). Kuan Ti was a real man, a general, who lived during the Three Kingdoms
period (around 220–265AD) who was later deified by Confucians and Buddhists. He is described
as a gallant warrior, revered for his loyalty and righteousness. He and two of his generals swore
an oath to be brothers. Loyalty, righteousness and the bonding of men (who were not biologically
related) were valuable virtues to be encouraging in an overseas community disconnected from
their traditional bonds of trust with family, clan and village.20
The temple also contains other deities. Cantonese folk religion is complex, embracing different
spiritual systems, and it varies in practice over time and space.21 It weaves together Confucian,
Buddhist and Taoist beliefs with ancestor worship and a little superstition. Because of its fluidity,
our understanding of how spiritual beliefs may have operated in specific locations in southern
China in the mid-nineteenth century is limited.22 The following overview of the temple and the
function of its rooms and deities is largely drawn from A Brief History of the See Yup Society of
Victoria, Australia (1854–2004), written for the See Yup Society by Mei Weiqiang and

20

A similar observation is made by Paul Macgregor in “Joss Houses of Colonial Bendigo and Victoria,” in An Angel by
the Water: Essays in Honour of Dennis O’Hoy (Kennington: Holland House, 2015), p. 107.
21
Jutta Niemeier, “The Changing Role of the See Yup Temple in Melbourne,” in Histories of the Chinese in Australasia
and the South Pacific: Proceedings of an International Public Conference Held at the Museum of Chinese Australian
History, 8-10 October 1993, ed. Paul Macgregor (Melbourne: Museum of Chinese Australian History, 1993), pp. 328–30;
Toylaan Ah Ket, Chinese Religious Practice in Sydney (Melbourne: Museum of Chinese Australian History, 1999).
22

For information about the nature of Chinese temples in Hong Kong and Macao see: K.G. Stevens, “Chinese
Monasteries, Temples, Shrines and Altars in Hong Kong and Macao,” Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society Hong Kong
Branch, 20 (1980), http://hkjo.lib.hku.hk/archive/files/38579e70b6c313b876467d137068a936.pdf, accessed 28 August
2019.
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subsequently translated into English by members of the Society.23 The Society does not permit
photographs inside the temple and so pre-existing historical photographs have been used.
Guarding the doors to the temple are a pair of marble Chinese lions – the male on the left with a
ball under his foot and the female on the right with a cub (see Figure 4). The red plaque on the
left of the main temple door reads: “Righteousness lives forever in the universe” and on the right
reads: “Loyalty throughout all time” – sentiments suited to a Kuan Ti temple.24 Above the door the
blue plaque reads: See Yup huikuan (四邑會館 Siyi Huiguan). A “huikuan” is a meeting hall that
also commonly includes accommodation, shrine rooms and ancestor halls.25 The temple building
has fulfilled all these functions over its lifetime.26

Figure 4. Views of the See Yup Kuan Ti Temple entrance, 2019
Author’s collection

On the right as you enter the temple is an Earth or Door Guardian dedicated to the land the temple
stands on (see Figure 5). After walking around the screen that prevents the free passage of evil
spirits, visitors enter the main Hsieh T'ien Kung (脇天宮 Xie Tian Gong) which is where you will
find an altar to Kuan Ti, the primary temple deity (see Figure 6). The hall to the right is the Ts'ai
Hsing Kung (财星宫 Cai Xing Gong), which contains the Gold of Wealth, a Taoist entity (see
Figure 7). Tucked away in the Ts’ai Hsing Kung is a small plaque giving thanks to William H.
Calder for his support of the Chinese community. Calder was a Melbourne financier and Member
of the Legislative Council who helped to successfully lobby the Victorian Parliament against the

23

Mei, A History of See Yup Society of Victoria Australia, pp. 73–86.

24

Mei, p. 82.

25

Paul Macgregor, “Chinese Political Values in Colonial Victoria: Lowe Kong Meng and the Legacy of the July 1880
Election,” in Chinese Australians: Politics, Engagement and Resistance, ed. Sophie Couchman and Kate Bagnall
(Leiden: Brill, 2015), p. 73.
26

Mei, A History of See Yup Society of Victoria Australia, p. 43.
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introduction of the 1904 Factories (Employment of Chinese) Bill. He also wrote to Dr George
Ernest Morrison in 1905 urging him to lobby the Chinese government to appoint a Chinese consul
in Australia.27
In the courtyard off this hall, in front of the kitchen area, a pavilion was built in 2002 dedicated to
Kuanyin (觀音 Guanyin), the Goddess of Mercy and compassion, a Buddhist entity. Her altar was
originally in the main hall to the left of the Kuan Ti altar. I have been told by one of the caretakers
that she has gained more prominence with temple worshippers since the arrival of Chinese
Vietnamese immigrants in the 1970s. She has, however, always been an important deity for
people from southern China.
There is not very much information about the deity on the first floor – Tse Wei (紫微 Zi Wei).28 I
am also not sure how old the deity is and have never seen the room or any historical photographs
of it, as the upper levels are closed to the general public. The Tse Wei Emperor is the emperor of
the North Star or Polaris, the brightest star in the Ursa Minor constellation. He is one of the Four
Sovereigns in Taoist religion, in charge of all natural phenomenon in the universe and a symbol
of the emperor in the human world.29

Figure 5. Plan of See Yup Kuan Ti Temple
Adapted from version published in A Brief History of the See Yup Society of Victoria, Australia
(1854–2004)

27

Yong, The New Gold Mountain, pp. 22, 69.

28

Mei, A History of See Yup Society of Victoria Australia, colour plates, p. 81. Note that the name of this deity is
misspelled as “Zi Mei” in several places in the history. The correct name confirmed with Maurice Leong Kwok Cheong.
29

“Zi Wei Emperor,” Wikipedia, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Zi_wei_emperor, accessed 12 September 2019.
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Figure 6. Interior views of Hsieh T'ien Kung hall, See Yup Kuan Ti Temple, 1973
Port Phillip Heritage Centre Collection: “The House that Gold Built”, The Sun, 25 October 1973

Figure 7. Ts'ai Hsing hall, See Yup Kuan Ti Temple, undated
National Trust of Victoria Collection: via Nick Gadd, “Melbourne Circle”,
https://melbournecircle.net/2016/09/28/the-lost-names-of-emerald-hill
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Back on the ground level and to the right of the main Hsieh T'ien Kung hall are a series of ancestral
halls, each more recent than the previous. Ancestral Hall 3 is the newest and is reserved for
people from outside the See Yup area (see Figure 5). The first two halls contain over 13,000
spirit tablets. Each tablet represents a man (although in more recent times women have also been
included as well). Listed on each tablet is the person’s full name and the village and region where
they were born. Tablets usually do not contain birth or death dates, but we know that the second
memorial hall (called 義安桐 I An T'ung)30 was constructed in 1901 because the older hall was
full. It is therefore fair to assume that Hall 2 contains twentieth-century tablets and the older one,
Hall 1, nineteenth-century ones (see Figure 8). The two oldest halls are now reserved for See
Yup members only, but a few non-See Yup people were placed in these halls in the past.
Unfortunately, the old spirit tablet registers have been lost; however, we do know that a little over
fifty percent of the tablets in the first two halls are Toishan people, a little over twenty-five percent
are Sunwui people, about ten percent are from Hoiping and the rest are split between Yanping
people and “outsiders”.31

Figure 8. Memorial Hall 1 (the oldest), Australasian Sketcher, 1876
State Library of Victoria: http://handle.slv.vic.gov.au/10381/235321

30

Mei, A History of See Yup Society of Victoria Australia, p. 75.

31

Mei, p. 75; C.Y. Choi, Chinese Migration and Settlement in Australia (Sydney: Sydney University Press, 1975), pp.
79–80; Carolyn Webb, “Honouring the Dead Caps a Life of Dedication,” The Age, 3 August 2007,
https://www.theage.com.au/national/honouring-the-dead-caps-a-life-of-dedication-20070803-ge5hxi.html. The See Yup
Society hold a searchable database of the spirit tablets which can be accessed by contacting the Society.
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Figure 9. Exterior and interior views of the See Yup Kuan Ti Temple, 1940s
State Library of Victoria: La Trobe Picture Collection

In the lobby area off the second memorial hall is the head of an old processional dragon with large
green marble eyes, decorated with medallions of metal filigree inlaid with blue (kingfisher?)
feathers. This dragon was part of the Chinese parade welcoming the Duke of Cornwell and York
who officially opened Australia’s first federal parliament in May 1901. Joining him in the parade
was the dragon “Loong” from Bendigo and another unidentified “small dragon”.32
The craftsmanship of the artefacts inside the temple is magnificent, and each object also has
spiritual meanings (see Figure 9). The See Yup Society’s published history provides explanations
of many of them. The following is a list of only the items held in the main hall, and it gives an
indication of just how rich in material culture the temple is:
There are 13 pairs of inscribed panels, 53 inscribed horizonal plaques, three
carved wooden canopies, two carved gilded altar tables, two shrines (including that
for the Door Guardian), a large drum, a bronze bell, an iron incense burner, two
sets of placards, a large ceremonial fan, pair of “guan dao” (Chinese pole weapon
with wide curved blade), a pair of silk ceremonial parasols, three embroidered
banners, seven pairs of ceremonial weapons with gold decorations, three
ceremonial candlesticks with dragon and phoenix motifs; pair of carved gold and
wooden screens, two sculpted horses, a set of screen doors with four carved
wooden panels, a carved gilded timber shrine with inscribed couplet and dragon
and phoenix motifs, and a pair of stone lions.33

32
“Loong, Chinese Dragon,” Victorian Heritage Database, https://vhd.heritagecouncil.vic.gov.au/places/14363,
accessed 24 September 2019. You can see a photograph of Loong in the 1901 procession here: State Library of
Victoria: http://handle.slv.vic.gov.au/10381/150881 and the Melbourne See Yup dragon here: State Library of Victoria:
http://handle.slv.vic.gov.au/10381/411480 and http://handle.slv.vic.gov.au/10381/78733.
33

Mei, A History of See Yup Society of Victoria Australia, p. 83.
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At the rear of the temple complex you can see the courtyard, the main hall (with gabled roof) with
a wing on each side (without gabled roofs) separated by an open-air walkway (see Figure 10).
The 1901 and 2004 structures are to the far left of Figure 10, one with a gabled roof, one without.

Figure 10. Rear view of See Yup Kuan Ti Temple, 2019
Author’s collection

History of the Built Heritage of the Temple
Some of what makes the temple building and interior so interesting from a heritage perspective
are the tensions that exist between the colonial British architectural elements and the Chinese
elements in the built fabric and its contents. The temple was designed by western architects who
integrated Chinese ornamentation and built forms, such as airwells and spirit screen, that support
the traditional functions of a Kuan Ti temple.34 The “orientation” (facing southeast and Albert Park
Lake), “form” (positioning of windows and doors and spirit screen), use of “space” (a gap between
buildings) and “order” (a hierarchy of space) all conform with fengshui principals shared by other
temples in Australia.35 There are a few Chinese elements in the architectural decorations, like the
lion and fish statues along the roof top, and Buddhist symbols in the stained-glass windows. The
moveable heritage – altars, plaques, banners and other artefacts – also add to its Chinese
character.
According to the See Yup Society history, the Society found it very difficult in those early years to
find people with the tradition and skills to build a Chinese temple and so they employed a

34
H.W. Chau, “Migrancy and Architecture: The Num Pon Soon Society Building in Melbourne Chinatown, the See Yup
Temple in South Melbourne and the Kaiping Diaolou in China as Case Studies,” Proceedings of the Society of
Architectural Historians, Australia and New Zealand (SAHANZ), 2016, pp. 114–17.
35
Derham Groves, “Some Similarities Between the Feng-Shui of Chinese Joss Houses in Australia and Postmodern
Architecture,” Grainger Studies: An Interdisciplinary Journal, 2011 (1), pp. 64–71.
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westerner,36 George Wharton, to design the 1866 building and much later another westerner,
Harold Desbrowe Annear, for the 1901 extension. The absence of architects with the skills
necessary to design and build a traditional Cantonese temple may well have driven the use of
non-Chinese architects, but it is also important to keep an open mind about the creativity and
adaptability of local Chinese in Australia. At the time the temple was built, Melbourne was
booming. Flush with gold, many were constructing lavish, extravagant buildings that reflected their
prosperity. It is not unreasonable to assume that the local Chinese community also wanted to be
a part of this trend and similarly display their wealth to enhance their status in society.
George Wharton was a well-established architect at the time he designed the temple, and he was
a key player in founding the Victorian Institute of Architects in 1856. 37 Knight and Kerr, who
designed the Num Pon Soon building at 200–202 Little Bourke Street in 1861, were also an
architectural firm of high status, having also designed Parliament House and the former Customs
House.38 Harold Desbrowe Annear, who designed the 1901 extension to the temple, was an
influential architect at the forefront of the Arts and Crafts movement and one of Australia’s most
innovative architects in the early twentieth century.39 His work on this part of the temple, however,
tends to be overlooked in biographies about him. The redesign of the façade of the Kuomintang
building at 109 Little Bourke Street in 1921 by Water Burley Griffin is another later example of the
Chinese community making a deliberate statement about their modernity through architecture.40
We also know that returning overseas Chinese experimented in the construction of buildings in
villages, towns and cities in southern China, drawing on both western and Chinese materials and
fabrics.41 Admittedly, many of the best surviving examples tend to have been constructed in the
early twentieth century, particularly the 1930s, rather than the mid-nineteenth century, but this
work demonstrates a genuine engagement with different architectural styles and approaches.42
The Melbourne Chinese community certainly found ways to import and, as we shall see later,
construct in Melbourne the interior decorations for the temple, so it seems that they could have
obtained traditional building designs if they had wanted to. Below are some examples of other
Chinese temples constructed in the nineteenth and early twentieth century in Australia (see
Figure 11).43 You can see broad similarities across the temple designs, but they also each have

36

Mei, A History of See Yup Society of Victoria Australia, p. 82.

37

George Tibbits, “Biographic Index of Australian Architects,” Faculty of Architecture and Building, University of
Melbourne, unpublished, https://issuu.com/graemebutler21/docs/architects_bios-_tibbits, accessed 12 September 2019.
38

Num Pon Soon Building, Victorian Heritage Database, https://vhd.heritagecouncil.vic.gov.au/places/780, accessed 28
August 2019.
39
George Tibbits, “Annear, Harold Desbrowe (1865–1933),” Australian Dictionary of Biography, National Centre of
Biography, Australian National University, http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/annear-harold-desbrowe-5036/text8387,
published first in hardcopy 1979, accessed 12 September 2019.
40
Chinese Nationalist Club (Kuomintang), Victorian Heritage Database,
https://vhd.heritagecouncil.vic.gov.au/places/65205, accessed 12 September 2019.
41

Tan Jinhua (譚金花), “Kaiping Diaolou and Its Associated Villages: Documenting the Process of Application to the
World Heritage List,” MSc thesis, University of Hong Kong, 2007.
42
Chau Hing-wah suggests that buildings constructed by Melbourne Chinese might have “helped cultivate in Chinese
sojourners an open-minded attitude to embrace foreign culture”, but I am taking this argument a step further and
suggesting that overseas Chinese in Melbourne at that time might have deliberately chosen to embrace the foreign
cultures they were able to access in Australia. Chau, “Migrancy and Architecture,” p. 117.
43

For a survey of Australia’s Chinese temples see: Lindsay Maxwell Smith, “Hidden Dragons: The Archaeology of Mid
to Late Nineteenth-Century Chinese Communities in Southeastern New South Wales,” PhD thesis, Australian National
University, 2007, pp. 58–59; and Paul Macgregor’s survey of “joss houses” in Victoria: “Joss houses of Colonial Bendigo
and Victoria,” in An Angel by the Water: Essays in Honour of Dennis O’Hoy (Kennington: Holland House, 2015), p. 109.

Couchman: Melbourne’s See Yup Kuan Ti Temple

61

Chinese Southern Diaspora Studies, Volume Eight, 2019
南方華裔研究雜誌, 第八卷, 2019

their own distinctive style.44 These temples often incorporate western design and materials, but
you can also see evidence of more traditional Chinese building design elements too.45
Earlier Little Wooden Temple
The current temple site was not the first temple on this site. In fact, the construction of a temple
with ancestral halls was written into the See Yup society’s original 1854 constitution. The clauses
read (in translation):
8. The Society undertakes to build and maintain a temple to commemorate and honour
See Yup ancestors when sufficient funds become available.
9. The Society undertakes to build ancestral halls and conduct annual spring and autumn
commemorative ceremonies in memory of departed fellow migrants when sufficient funds
become available.46
By 1856, two years later, enough funds had been raised for the construction of a two-storey
wooden building – 60-70 feet long (18 to 21 metres) and 35 feet wide (10.6 metres).47 The lower
storey was for religious ceremonies and the upper was an assembly hall. This earlier temple is
remembered within the See Yup Society as the “Little Temple” or the “Little Wooden temple”.48
While this “little wooden temple” doesn’t appear in street directories in 1856 when the temple
opened, the opening of this earlier temple does pop up periodically throughout the nineteenth
century in newspapers and directory almanacs as a significant civic date.49
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Role of the See Yup Temple in Melbourne,” p. 333. For a description of Chinese temples in northern Australia see:
Heather Burke and Gordon Grimwade, “The Historical Archaeology of the Chinese in Far North Queensland,”
Queensland Archaeological Research, 16 (2013), pp. 124–125.
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Mei, A History of See Yup Society of Victoria Australia, p. 160.
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“Consecration of a Chinese Temple at Emerald Hill,” The Argus, 25 September 1856, p. 5, http://nla.gov.au/nla.newsarticle7137247; “Buddhism in Victoria,” The Argus, 27 September 1856, p. 6, http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article7137331.
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Figure 11. Examples of other Chinese temples constructed in Australia
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The wooden temple replaced an earlier wooden structure that was described as a “boarding
house” with “cookshop” in “poor condition”.50 According to 1855–56 rates records, the building
was owned by “A Cheong and others”, suggesting that the land was perhaps already owned by
the See Yup Society. In 1860, another Chinese boarding house was established a few blocks
away in Park Street West.51 It was also described as a “joss house” and the land purchased by
the Heungshan association (or by a subscription of a group of Chinese) in 1855. 52 This
association was another district association, but for people from the Heungshan (香山 Xiangshan)
district to the east of See Yup in Kwangtang province, later known as Chungshan ( 中 山
Zhongshan).
The South Melbourne area may seem an unusual choice of location for Chinese lodging houses,
temples and association buildings, but it was at this time, from the early 1850s onwards, that land
in the area was being subdivided and sold. 53 Many former inhabitants of “Canvas Town”, a
makeshift tent city that sprung up in 1851 on the south side of the Yarra River and was dispersed
in 1854, moved into the Emerald Hill / South Melbourne area.54 It seems that Chinese immigrants
were among them, as we also know there was a Chinese community living within or near “Canvas
Town” as well.55
The only image I have been able to locate that might show this earlier temple is a drawing
published in Melbourne Punch in 1856 (see Figure 12). The sketch is intended as a joke. It is
supposed to show how a Chinese immigrant might have viewed Melbourne, represented in a
sketch created by a fictional Chinese visitor.56 While the sketch shows the curiosity other colonists
felt about the Chinese arrivals, this curiosity was nevertheless expressed in a condescending and
patronising manner. The same issue of Melbourne Punch also reported on the temple’s opening.57
It is possible the building behind the horse and cart in the middle of the image is the temple. It is,
broadly speaking, in the correct location, but the caption text doesn’t mention a temple and states
that the buildings and streets in the image have been given a “tinge of celestial beauty”, so it
might also be intended to represent a Victorian-era worker’s cottage.
What we know from written descriptions is that the first temple was a fairly simple structure. A
Ballarat newspaper described it as “nondescript”, but then went on to say that it also had a
“profusion of florid decoration”.58 This decoration reportedly cost about £1,000. The building also
had some sort of skywell, which you might expect of a Chinese temple. The Argus newspaper’s
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City of Melbourne, Lonsdale Ward, Rate Rolls (Microfilm), 1854–55, courtesy Tobias Nash, Port Phillip Heritage
Centre.
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“The Chinese in Melbourne,” The Age, 10 April 1863, p. 7, http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article154961022; Untitled, The
Age, 22 June 1870, p. 1, http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article189327863.
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Clarendon, Park and Cecil Streets. “Emerald Hill”, Victorian Places website,
https://www.victorianplaces.com.au/emerald-hill, accessed 31 October 2019.
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White Australia (Sydney: University of New South Wales, 2007), pp. 16–21.
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report about its opening described the whole interior as “painted and ornamented in the Chinese
style and hung with banners”.59 According to an unpublished Satchell family history, neighbour
James Satchell, who was a painter and decorator, painted this temple.60 He also worked on the
later 1866 temple and “because he suffered a fall, the Chinese community made lifelong
compensation payments” to him. 61 As a two-storey building, the first temple was also much
grander than many of the other early Chinese temples built in Australia (see Figure 11). Rate
collectors valued the property at £80, well above all the other properties in the area.62

Figure 12. Fictional depiction of Melbourne, as if by a Chinese migrant, 1856
“Melbourne from Emerald Hill: From a Painting of Crim-sing, of the Roaly Academy, Pekin”,
Melbourne Punch, 25 September 1856, http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-page20425135

The first temple was built in September 1856, amidst the chaos of the Victorian gold rushes which
started in 1851. The mid-1850s saw the largest numbers of Chinese arrivals to Victoria and this
was a time of heightened racial tensions. 63 Concerned about these tensions and wanting to
reduce the potential for violence, the Victorian government decided the solution was to curb
Chinese immigration. In 1855, a £10 head tax was applied on Chinese arrivals and restrictions
were placed on the number of Chinese allowed on each ship.64 In 1857, a residency tax of an
additional £1, payable every two months, was also introduced.65 In July 1857, just under a year
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after the temple was built, Chinese were expelled from the Buckland goldfields in north-eastern
Victoria in the most violent anti-Chinese riot in the colony.
It was in this environment that the new temple opened. Public responses to the temple opening
were varied and reports were syndicated in newspapers across Victoria.66 The Melbourne Punch
drawing above (see Figure 12) was part of these non-Chinese responses. There was concern
about the erection of a Chinese temple in the midst of a Christian colony, a problem because
Chinese beliefs and values were thought to be incompatible with those of non-Chinese
Australians.67 Other white commentators, however, were quick to respond that Christianity had
nothing to fear from the beliefs of the Chinese and that perhaps efforts should be put into
supporting efforts to convert Chinese to Christianity.68 A much later newspaper report, in 1870,
stated that a Chinese Christian first found his faith reading a Chinese-language New Testament
he picked up at the temple many years before, so perhaps those pushing to convert more Chinese
to Christianity had a role in this conversion!69 There was also a debate in the press as to whether
the temple erected was a proper Buddhist “joss house”. This discussion finally ended with the
original source of this claim stating that he had been misinformed about it.70 Other letters and
commentators thought that the temple’s construction indicated that Chinese were “settling” and
that this was a positive development.71 Once the temple opened, public discussion about it quickly
disappeared from newspapers.
Two years after the temple was built, in 1858, when the most severe restrictions to date on
Chinese immigration and settlement were in operation in Victoria, a large petition was sent to the
Chairman and Councillors of the municipality of Emerald Hill (see Figure 13).72 In the petition,
the temple building was described as housing a “gambling and opium smoking saloon” as well as
providing a “lodging house” for Chinese arriving and departing from Victoria. Note that, at this
time, smoking opium was not illegal in Victoria and that providing lodging was not incompatible
with the primary function of the temple. The petitioners complained that large numbers of Chinese
men gathered regularly on the Sabbath and created an “unsavoury atmosphere” in the area. They
reported an instance when a fight broke out, and they were concerned that illegal gambling
activities were happening at the temple. They also complained about the ringing of bells, drums,
gongs and cymbals “at all hours”. Finally, they criticised the adequacy of the water-closet, which
was also being used for the disposal of offal when pigs and poultry were slaughtered on site.
While the thought of this may be distasteful to modern sensibilities, it needs to be remembered
that Melbourne did not have a water sewerage system until the 1890s and by the 1880s the city
was nicknamed “Smellbourne”.73 The petitioners wanted:
• Sabbath gatherings stopped
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• a stop to the bells and gongs, etc
• the prevention of large numbers gathering prior to a ship’s departure
• the removal of the cesspool.

Figure 13. Local petition protesting against activities at Chinese temple
in South Melbourne, 1858. The petition contains 223 signatures from local residents
Port Phillip Heritage Centre

Unfortunately records which might describe the council’s response have not survived, perhaps a
new water closet was installed and activities tempered.74 Chinese community leaders would have
been just as unhappy about the public brawling as their white neighbours, as they also wanted to
keep the peace within their communities. The bells and gongs mentioned might have been
musical performances, but a large bell and drum in the temple are hit as part of the religious
ceremonies to get the attention of deities, so these may have received solid use if there were
many visitors to the temple at a particular time. Misunderstandings around the nature of Chinese
religious practice also arose ten years later, in 1865 and 1867, when members of the temple were
summonsed to court on three occasions for burning paper and letting off crackers.75 They finally
explained to the court that these activities were part of worshipping and this seems to have been
the end to the matter.76
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Rebuilding the Temple
In 1864, eight years after the opening of the “little wooden temple”, the building was found to be
inadequate; it was too small and becoming run down. In January 1866, Louis Ah Mouy’s company
placed an advertisement for the sale of the old temple building in The Argus.77 Whether the sale
was successful or not is unclear, as later reports describe the old temple as having been
demolished rather than sold.
In the current temple there are two slate tablets, located behind where the caretaker sits in the
Ts'ai Hsing Hall, that list the names of around 1,200 people who donated a total of £3,254 towards
the construction of the new temple. 78 Over one hundred office bearers were involved in the
management of the project. The remaining capital was used to purchase an investment property
at 124–126 Little Bourke Street, which is used as the Society’s meeting rooms even today.79
Paper posters and wooden plaques can be found elsewhere in the temple that list the names of
those who have contributed to more recent donation drives to maintain and run the temple.
As the new temple was being constructed, public attention was grabbed by the skill of the
carpentry needed to make the temple decorations. In June 1866, a reporter for The Argus
newspaper visited the three Chinese woodworkers who were making the altars and other furniture
for the temple. They were working with “kauri pine, huon pine, cedar and blackwood”. 80 The
reporter described the work as “elaborate” in character and exhibiting “great skill and ingenuity”.
Sketches made during the 1866 Argus visit were later turned into engravings and then published
and later sold separately by the Australian News for Home Readers (see Figure 14).81 We know
that some temple artefacts and furniture were also imported, as the manufacturer’s details are
engraved on the pieces.82 This demonstrates that at least some of the temple furnishing were
made in Melbourne by local Chinese craftsmen.83 Some of the earliest Chinese to arrive in the
colonies were carpenters and later in the nineteenth century Chinese became involved in the
creation of western-style furniture and cabinetry.84
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Figure 14. Chinese carpenters making temple decorations,
Australian News for Home Readers, 1867
State Library of Victoria: http://handle.slv.vic.gov.au/10381/237784

The creator of the altar, Kem Wah, a carpenter who had a business in Little Bourke Street on the
corner of Heffernan Lane, submitted the altar for temporary display at the 1867 intercolonial
exhibition where it won a medal before being installed at the temple.85 Kem Wah’s submission
and award was reported in newspapers alongside others without particular comment about the
“Chinese” origins of the object.86 Also displayed at the exhibition were a photograph taken by
Charles Nettleton of the same altar and the tinted architectural designs of the temple drawn by
George Wharton. 87 This demonstrates a genuine appreciation of Kem Wah’s skills and
craftsmanship.
Temple Opening
The new temple officially opened in November 1866. Louis Ah Mouy acted as a guide to reporters
on the day. The opening event was written up at length by The Age, The Herald, Melbourne Punch,
The Argus and the Australasian Sketcher (see Figure 15) and reports were widely syndicated
through other newspapers.88 There were musicians and a set of rites repeated throughout the
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day. According to reports, the building alone cost £4,000 (although its rated value was £200). The
Age compared the ceremonies as similar to a High Mass in a cathedral. The Argus added a sting
to their praise: “the general effect is showy and brilliant, but as works of art they do not exhibit
any trace of endeavour to emerge from the sphere of the material and worldly, to which all efforts
of the Mongolian appear to be confined”.89

Figure 15. Opening of See Yup Kuan Ti temple, Australasian News, 1866
State Library of Victoria: http://handle.slv.vic.gov.au/10381/170041

But in general, there was excitement about this new development and reports were positive and
demonstrated a certain pride in the temple. This was a period in Melbourne’s history when the
wealth gathered during the gold rushes was still finding its way into construction projects in what
is known as the boom times of “Marvellous Melbourne”. The temple was proudly listed in 1868 as
one of the recent improvements made to Emerald Hill.90 In contrast to when the first wooden
temple was opened, this was a period of generally low racial tensions, after earlier Victorian
legislation that restricted Chinese immigration had been repealed and Chinese arrivals to Victoria
were generally in decline.91
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Reports on Temple Activities
From its opening through to the present day, the See Yup Kuan Ti Temple has featured
periodically in newspapers, particularly reports about celebrations to mark the Lunar New Year
and the birthday of Kuan Ti. For example, given the month this sketch below was published, it
was probably created during ceremonies to mark Kuan Ti’s birthday in 1875 (see Figure 16). The
temple hosts spring and autumn festivals and also marks the birthday of Ts'ai Hsing, the God of
Wealth.

Figure 16. Main hall, Australasian Sketcher, 10 July 1875
State Library of Victoria: http://handle.slv.vic.gov.au/10381/235321

The temple also appeared in newspapers as part of the celebration of wider public events. A year
after it opened, in November 1867, a “monster gas star” was installed as a decoration on the front
façade of the temple.92 This decorative display was part of the illuminations created by businesses
and residents of Emerald Hill to welcome the Duke of Edinburgh. The temple’s display was
described as “one of the finest illuminations in the borough” and was still remembered as
impressive in 1947 and 1966. Twenty years later, in 1887, the See Yup Society brought out the
monster star again as part of the Queen Victoria jubilee celebrations, when the photograph below
was probably taken (see Figure 17).93
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Figure 17. “Monster gas star” decorating See Yup Kuan Ti temple displayed in 1867 and again in
1887. Photograph taken by American & Australasian Photographic Company (Sydney, NSW)
State Library of Victoria: http://www.slv.vic.gov.au/pictoria/gid/slv-pic-aab35540

From the 1890s, photographs start to accompany articles about the See Yup Kuan Ti Temple.
Wong Shi Geen, the temple master at the time, featured in an 1899 article about the temple (see
Figure 18). He was also a leading figure within Chinese community politics and activism. He was
president of the See Yup Society at least once, took part in protests about discriminatory
immigration restrictions, and led efforts to construct the Chinese citizens archway to welcome the
Duke and Duchess of York for the opening of Federal parliament.94 According to the See Yup
Society history, the position of temple master was a tendered position and prospective applicants
had to bid for the position.95 Whoever was successful would run the temple based on their bid
and funds raised through worshipper donations. The See Yup Society oversaw the position.
Responsibilities included the maintenance of buildings and the garden, cleaning, and providing
tea and tobacco during celebration days. The role is different to that of the temple caretakers who
are employed by the temple master and are responsible for the day-to-day running of the temple.
In 2001, the See Yup Society formally took control of these duties and the temple master tender
process was abolished.96

94

Mei-fen Kuo, Making Chinese Australia: Urban Elites, Newspapers and the Formation of Chinese-Australian Identity,
1892–1912 (Clayton, Victoria: Monash University Publishing, 2013), pp. 144, 185, 198, 202, 227; Sophie Couchman,
“Wong Shi Geen,” Chinese Australian Historical Images in Australia,
http://www.chia.chinesemuseum.com.au/biogs/CH00011b.htm, accessed 21 August 2019.
95

Mei, A History of See Yup Society of Victoria Australia, p. 87.

96

Mei, A History of See Yup Society of Victoria Australia, p. 90.

Couchman: Melbourne’s See Yup Kuan Ti Temple

72

Chinese Southern Diaspora Studies, Volume Eight, 2019
南方華裔研究雜誌, 第八卷, 2019

Figure 18. Selection of photographs of the temple, including portrait of Wong Shi Geen and
sign permitting photography by Europeans, 6 May 1899
Weekly Times, 6 May 1899, p. 10, http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article221145699

The photographs in this 1899 article (see Figure 18) were taken just a few years prior to the
construction of the second memorial hall in 1901. Although the numbers of Chinese in Victoria
were declining, the Chinese population in Melbourne was increasing and this was a particularly
dynamic period for the Chinese community. Melbourne’s Chinatown area was at its largest extent
at this time. Chinese-language newspapers were established, different political organisations
called for the reform or overthrow of the Qing dynasty, and substantial business ventures were
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established. There was, however, no discussion in English-language newspapers about the
opening of this addition to the temple complex. Perhaps there was no public appetite for such
news or the Society chose not to publicly promote it. The turn of the century was again a period
when anti-Chinese sentiment was being regularly aired in newspapers and other public forums.
This is the same year that the federal Immigration Restriction Act was passed, replacing earlier
anti-Chinese legislation which operated at the colony level.
After the opening of the new temple there were occasional reports of trouble at the temple, often
resulting in it being temporarily closed to the public. In 1867, two “rowdy ruffians” entered the
temple and began riding Kuan Ti’s horse.97 They then assaulted the man who tried to stop them.
In court, the culprits were fined and had to pay costs.98 The See Yup Society then published
advertisements that it had decided to close the temple to the general public, although it was
eventually reopened again.99 There were also reports of vandalism and theft, including theft by a
Chinese man. 100 In 1880, a sign was erected warning visitors that anyone found annoying
worshippers would be prosecuted.101 Maurice Leong Kwok Cheong, who was involved in the See
Yup society from the 1940s when his father was President, recalls spending a lot of time
undertaking repairs to the temple, fixing damage from kids throwing rocks at the windows, and
contacting the police.102
Newspapers also reported on donations made by the temple. According to its 1854 constitution,
charitable work and donations were key functions of the See Yup Society.103 From as early as
1869, regular donations were made by the See Yup Temple committee to the Melbourne Hospital,
the Alfred Hospital and also the Benevolent asylum.104 This was prior to the public hospital system,
so these donations helped to ensure these institutions treated Chinese patients as well as
generating positive publicity for the Chinese community more generally. In 1884, a notice was
placed in the temple that listed all the charitable donations that had been made. The 1880s was
another period of heightened anti-Chinese feeling and in 1880 the Chief Secretary made formal
inquiries as to whether the Chinese community was contributing enough to hospitals and asylums
given the number of Chinese patients being treated by them.105 The published history of the See
Yup Society contains a whole chapter detailing the Society’s charitable activities, which continue
up until the present day.106
Council Rates and the Temple as a “Place of Worship”
The requirement of the temple to pay local council rates is an issue that has run through its history
almost since it was established. As a “place of worship”, the temple should have been exempt
from rates. However, the See Yup Society has had to fight for this exemption on and off for over
100 years, despite the building being referred to as a “joss house” from as early as 1865–66. The
Society made its first attempt to get a remission on their council rates in 1859, but it was refused
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because the building was considered to be more a clubhouse than a temple.107 In 1866, before
the new second temple building was opened, it became an issue again and council discussions
were reported in the newspaper.108 The main concern was that if rates were waived, then the
temple might start claiming further aid from the government.109 This concern about Chinese being
a burden on Australian public services mirrors concerns that were publicly raised in relation to the
adequacies of Chinese donations to hospitals.
At the end of 1868, two years after the objection to the payment of rates was made, the issue was
still being discussed by council. Councillor Nimmo even went as far as to suggest that the
exemption only applied to the Christian religion but that this extended to the Jewish religion too.
Others were quick to point out the folly in his argument!110 The council delayed and then, after
further complaints from the Society’s solicitor, ruled in January 1869 that the Society had not put
in their objection early enough.111 The Society took the issue to court and in November 1869 were
successful.112 My cursory search of rate books shows that no rates were paid for the next few
years, but then in 1876 the temple was again paying rates.113 Maurice Leong Kwok Cheong told
me that rates were partially remitted in 1895 during the 1890s depression and that a further
application to remit rates was made again in 1916.114 By 1973, the temple had accrued a rates
debt of $1,260.29.115 Even in this late period, some councillors tried to use the debt as leverage
to get the temple gardens tidied up. But as Councillor Nathan said: “the council is not granting the
society a favour … If the temple is being used for religious instruction then council must grant
them an extension”.116 And this is what happened.
Maintenance and Upkeep of the Temple
As the White Australia period dragged on and the size of the Chinese population declined, it
looked from the outside like the temple was closed or abandoned. It has, however, always had a
caretaker and remained active for its community.117 Australia’s older Chinese communities, who
lived through the White Australia period, learned to keep a low profile and stay out of the public
eye. Their response to the racist climate of the White Australia era was to keep the temple locked
up. Kids and vandals threw stones at the windows; someone stole the marble ball from the mouth
of one of the dragons; and so on. Maurice Leong Kwok Cheong spent a long time trying in the
middle years of the twentieth century to persuade the Society to open the temple up again to the
public. As he said to me: “If you lock it up all the time, people wonder what’s inside, they’re curious.”
Maurice’s attitude is “this temple is not just the See Yup people’s temple, it’s the public’s. Throw
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it open, let people know what’s inside. Let them go in to have a look”. It was not until the 1970s,
however, that he was successful.
Newspapers from the 1940s onwards were largely uninterested in the temple or discussed it in
nostalgic terms as a “forgotten relic” that “belongs to the past”, an “empty curiosity from the times
when pig-tailed Chinese lived and worshipped in Melbourne”.118 This was in keeping with similar
nostalgic reports published at the same time about the decline in Melbourne’s Chinatown area. I
have also written about a nostalgia in local histories that rose up a few decades earlier for the socalled “last” Chinese miners in former goldrush locations. 119 This nostalgia highlights the
significance of the Chinese in Australia’s history in that they are remembered, just as they are
perceived to be “disappearing”. It also reveals the limitations of broader Australian understandings
of Chinese Australians and their descendants, who we have chosen not to see once they are no
longer conform to stereotypical ideas of what being “Chinese” is.
Maintaining the See Yup Kuan Ti Temple has been an enormous job over the years. In 1878, Tye
Shing, a prominent furniture factory owner, called for tenders to undertake plastering and painting
of the temple building on several occasions.120 Ten years later, architect John Frederick Gibbons
also called for tenders to repair the building.121 Maurice Leong Kwok Cheong remembers the
temple’s tin roof rotting and leaking, and the Society and leading merchants in the post-World
War II period just not having the money to do the necessary repairs.122
When Mrs Shum Fook Yuen from Hong Kong visited the temple while in Melbourne in the 1950s,
she saw its condition and made a donation of £10,000 for repairs.123 Mrs Shum Fook Yuen’s
husband, better known in Australia as Frank Shum Goon (岑福元/岑日初, c.1865–1963), was a
well-known and very successful herbalist in Ballarat who was said to have made his money during
the Spanish flu outbreak in 1919 before moving to Hong Kong.124 He also had a wife and family
in Australia.125 Mrs Shum Fook Yuen’s donation came at a crucial time for the survival of the
temple and both Mr and Mrs Shum Fook Yuen are remembered in a small ceramic plaque, with
a portrait of the couple, which hangs in the Ts'ai Hsing Kung hall.
Despite the Society’s best efforts, the temple continued to deteriorate as the decades passed. In
1962, the council threatened to demolish it if works were not undertaken.126 In 1963, Mrs Shum
Fook Yuen made a second donation of £10,000 in her husband’s name after his death.
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Restorations by the See Yup Society on the Temple began with financial support and
encouragement from the National Trust and the Emerald Hill Association, the Victorian
government ($20,000), and the federal government (a total of $40,000), as well as from the
Chinese community (see Figure 19, 20, 21 and 22).127 Restorations included replacement of the
roof and major structural repairs. Fund-raising continued for further repairs and the Society
reached out to Sydney’s Chinese communities for assistance. The Chinese Masonic Society in
New South Wales sent over 40 members of their Cantonese opera group to stage a fundraising
performance and five Sydney-based community organisations also made donations. In 1977, the
restored temple was reopened to the public and, in 1983, the last renovations completed.

Figure 19. Selected photographs from booklet produced by the National Trust of Australia
(Victoria) as part of fund raising efforts, undated
Port Phillip Heritage Centre Collection
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Figure 20. Assorted undated newspaper clippings about temple renovations, c. 1970s
Port Phillip Centre Collection

Figure 21. Temple prior to renovations by John T. Collins, c. 1969
State Library of Victoria: La Trobe Picture Collection, J.T. Collins Collection
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Figure 22. Temple during renovations by John T. Collins, 1970s
State Library of Victoria: La Trobe Picture Collection, J.T. Collins Collection

With the gradual loosening of Australia’s White Australia policy from the 1950s, immigration from
Asian countries has increased. Melbourne has also grown, and it now has many more and a much
wider variety of temples catering to different belief systems. The See Yup Kuan Ti Temple has
seen a rise in the number and origins of its worshippers, who now come from the wider Chinese
diaspora, not just southern China.128 The temple has grown in response. In 1988, the See Yup
Society purchased some additional land adjacent to the temple for a third memorial hall, which
opened in 2002. The hall was built to accommodate the growing needs of temple worshippers
who did not trace their origins to the See Yup district.129 Representatives from See Yup societies
in Melbourne, Sydney and New Zealand attended the opening. It was the first time in a hundred
years that the three groups from Australasia had got together. Elder Ng Cheung Yin, a key
organiser, purchased a central location in the hall for his ancestor at a cost of $3,000. A further
growth in worshippers of Kuanyin led to the construction of a special pavilion for her; the Pavilion
was consecrated in 2003 and the Kuanyin deity moved from the main Hsieh T'ien Kung hall to
her own dedicated pavilion.130
Maintenance of the temple continues to be an issue for the See Yup Society. In 2006 and 2007,
the Society received a number of heritage grants to clean, photograph and document the spirit
tablets in the two oldest memorial halls. A searchable database created as part of the project is
held by the See Yup Society. But it has now been nearly fifty years since any major repairs have
been done on the temple, and so this is likely to be an issue that comes up again soon.
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Final Thoughts
In an unpublished paper about the role of the See Yup Society in Melbourne and Victoria, Maurice
Leong Kwok Cheong noted that “Many people talk about mysterious Chinese secret societies,
but the See Yup Society is a very open society”.131 This misconception about the temple has also
been reflected in accounts in English-language newspapers. The temple has been regularly
characterised as secret, hidden, mysterious and unknown. A spectrum of tones has been adopted
– from overtly negative or critical through to a more benign and well-intentioned form of “Othering”.
The many newspaper accounts referenced in this article demonstrate how open the temple and
its operations have always been. Information about the current temple site, and even the earlier
1856 temple, has long been reported in newspapers, and the opening of the first temple was
noted in almanacs as a significant event for many years. And, while the temple has not always
been something of widespread interest to people outside the Chinese Australian community,
there have always been non-Chinese Australians who were sympathetic and interested in the
temple. One example is Melbourne artist Kenneth Jack (1924–2006), who created a linocut of the
temple in 1961 that was published on the cover of Hemisphere: An Asian-Australian Magazine
the following year.132
Chinese Australians associated with the temple have been open about sharing their ceremonies
and information about its operation throughout the temple’s history. Temple committees have also
made regular and generous donations to the community, and to hospitals in particular. Various
temple committees also participated, alongside other residents of Emerald Hill, in welcoming the
Duke of Edinburgh in 1867 and celebrations for Queen Victoria’s Jubilee in 1887. Their efforts
were sufficiently impressive to outshine those of others community groups. When first built the
temple was showcased as part of Emerald Hill’s progress as suburb and the altar was one of the
highlights of the Intercolonial Exhibition that same year. Even the buildings themselves were
designed by prominent Melbourne architects, and neighbour James Satchell was employed to
work on both the little wooden and later temple. This shows, if you choose to see it, how
embedded the history of the See Yup Kuan Ti Temple is in the histories of Emerald Hill, Melbourne
and Victoria.
If you look beyond the exotic and the sensational, it is possible to get glimpses of the temple as
a simple part of everyday Australian lives. In 1971, Tom Hogan, a former horse-drawn van
removalist, was interviewed by Elizabeth Ainsworth for an article in the Torch newspaper.133 In
reflecting on his job as a carrier, Tom remembered his best job as transporting roast pigs from a
pig oven in Little Lonsdale Street to the See Yup Kuan Ti Temple to be used as offerings. Once
offerings had been made, he would then return with the roast pigs to a restaurant in Lonsdale
Street, where a big feast would be had. It was the 1930s Depression and on each occasion Tom
was told he could take as much food as he needed. With five children to support, it was “like a
gift from heaven,” he recalled.
Histories of communities, such as those of the Chinese community in Melbourne, continue to
remain “mysterious” and “untold” as much through ignorance and laziness as racism. This kind of
representation of the temple has always drawn in readers and sold newspapers. It takes effort to
build histories of the temple beyond the exotic, to shrug off its label as simply being “Chinese”,
and to reframe it as an Australian building in the way we do with colonial-era buildings built by
British immigrant communities. The See Yup Kuan Ti Temple in Raglan Street off Clarendon
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Street is a significant part of Australia’s built heritage, not just the built heritage of Australia’s
Chinese communities. We can all embrace the temple as “ours”, while simultaneously respecting
both the ownership of the temple by the See Yup Society and the deep spiritual connections of
those who worship there. This respect is important. At various times the Society has had to assert
itself against people trying to interfere in its affairs.134
In order to challenge the labelling of the temple as solely “Chinese” and re-imagine it as
“Australian” as well, we need to break down the implied dichotomy that goes with this label – that
things are either “western” or “Chinese”.135 Acknowledging that the history the temple tells is not
the history of all Chinese Australians is part of this. Not all Chinese immigrants or their
descendants have a relationship with the See Yup Kuan Ti Temple. 136 Not everyone in the
Melbourne Chinese community visited the temple – some were not See Yup people, some were
Christians, and some people just did not believe in or need what the temple offered. Our
understandings of the word “Chinese” also need to be complicated. Rather than “Chinese”, the
temple is better understood as a Cantonese or even a See Yup temple, as Chinese spirituality
has geographic variations.
As a society, Australia incorporates the histories of all sorts of groups to which we do not
personally belong. We do not question the inclusion of histories of Catholic cathedrals and
Anglican churches in Victoria’s history, even though not everyone is a member of these religions.
It is time that places like See Yup Kuan Ti Temple in South Melbourne are viewed as an integral
(albeit distinct) part of Melbourne’s and Australia’s history – like the nearby Town Hall, old Post
Office and St Luke’s Anglican Church – and not purely defined by their association with Chinese
people. This requires us to embrace that fact that being “Australian” includes looking and being
culturally Chinese. Only then will we truly see the See Yup Kuan Ti Temple as the Australian gem
that it is.
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