Popout Five:
Emu Point Joss House:
The spirit and architecture
of faith

This book has shown how buildings reflected and supported the faith-
scape of Bendigo: canvas tents and structures of brick, wood and stone
all sheltered people in warm proximity while they worshipped. Chinese
diasporic communities built ‘joss houses’ — or temples of god and ancestor
worship — across the goldfields." From its opening in 1871, the Emu Point
Joss House has been at Bendigo’s edge, but it is of no marginal importance
to the city’s religious history. It has been a centre of faith, tradition and
politics for the communities of diverse faiths who have used it. First built to
meet the needs of migrants from Southern Canton, it has since served as a
place of worship and reflection for migrants from across Southeast Asia and
China, including those from Vietnam.

Migration and adaptations of faith

The Emu Point Joss House (see Figure P3) represents the material legacy
of intra-Chinese adaptation and a spatial cohesion of religions. During the
nineteenth century, around 52 historical joss houses were constructed in
Victoria, many of which have been inclusive spaces of intra-Asian diversity.?
Temples grew during the nineteenth century from small, minimally sheltered

1 ‘History, Bendigo Joss House Temple, www.bendigojosshouse.com/history/; for histories of the
wider landscape of Chinese temples in regional Victoria, see Hu Jin Kok and Golden Dragon Museum,
Chinese Temples in Castlemaine, Maryborough, Bairnsdale, Daylesford, Bright, Harrietville and Beechworth,
all in Victoria: Studies (Golden Dragon Museum, 2005).

2 Paul Macgregor, Joss Houses of Colonial Bendigo and Victoria,’ in An Angel on the Water, ed. Mike
Butcher (Holland House Publishing, 2015), 109.
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shrines to more permanent structures. Hu Jin Kok writes that these permitted
‘more extensive religious and secular activity’, including the worship of
ancestors and gods and political and social organisational meetings.® A brick
temple at Ironbark Camp, writes historian Paul MacGregor, was called the
All Nations Temple ‘because all Chinese, regardless of their district of origin,
were allowed to worship in it’.* The word joss’ comes from the Portuguese
dios, and it has a connection to a figure intelligible as ‘God’ in Western
ontologies as Guan-di. Scholar Prasenjit Duara has written that Guan-di,
the Chinese God of war, was ‘superscribed’ by various communities, who
wrote their ‘version of a myth or symbol over extant versions” without
eliminating traditional versions.” The Emu Point Joss House has the words
‘Chee Goon Tong (Cantonese transcription) above its entrance, usually
translated into English as Chinese Masonic Society,® which promoted
a faith in the importance and possibilities of brotherhood. ‘It was believed’,
writes Macgregor, ‘that appeals to the virtue of Guan-di would encourage
co-operation within diverse mining communities’.”

Figure P.3: Postcard of Chinese Joss House
Source: Victorian Collections.

3 Kok & Golden Dragon Museum, Chinese Temples, 105.

4 Paul Macgregor, ‘Joss Houses,” 115.

5 Prasenjit Duara, ‘Superscribing Symbols: The Myth of Guandi, Chinese God of War,” The Journal
of Asian Studies 47, no. 4 (1988): 778-95, doi.org/10.2307/2057852.

6 Paul Macgregor, Joss Houses,” 116.

7 Ibid., 107.
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The struggle for space to meet and
practice faith

People of Chinese descent practised diverse faiths: syncretic fusions of
Buddhism, Taoism and Confucianism, as well as various denominations
of Christianity.® One of the most important manifestations of Chinese
community in Bendigo, writes Historian Valerie Lovejoy, ‘were the temples
or joss houses where Chinese worshippers gathered to pray to a pantheon
of gods for justice, protection for their families, success in their work and
peace for deceased relatives.”” The Emu Point temple is made from bricks
sculpted from clay extracted from sacred Djaara lands and dedicated to the
deity Guan Di, the god of war and prosperity. With its origin in the third
century historical hero of the Three Kingdoms, the meanings of Guan Di
changed over centuries and through migration. ‘For rural communities,
writes Duara, ‘the image of a trustworthy protectors of temples yielded
naturally to that of protector of communities and eventually to those of
healer and provider.”°

The Bendigo Joss House Temple was built around 15 years after religiously
diverse people of Chinese descent began making Bendigo home during
a time when the city was informally racially segregated along spatial lines.
The temple was positioned in the Ironbark Chinese Camp, the distant site
where Europeans had pushed the Chinese miners."! Miners of Chinese
descent were viewed by working-class Europeans ‘as competition and the
government basically segregated them from the rest of the community
by putting them into camps’, non-Chinese caretaker Mr Wright had
recounted; the ‘Joss House was built out of a need for protection against
discrimination, with the Chinese in need of a deity that would look after
them.”'? The use of these temples, then, was shaped by the diasporic context
of the faith and the intermittent violence of white settler racism. Numerous

8  See Valerie Lovejoy, ‘Chinese in Late Nineteenth-Century Bendigo: Their Local and Translocal Lives
In “This Strangers’ Country”,” Australian Historical Studies, 42, no. 1 (2011): 45-61, doi.org/10.1080/
1031461X.2010.539239. See also ‘One of Australia’s Oldest Chinese Temples Brings Fortune and Family,
Worshippers Say: The Bendigo Joss House Temple was Built to Protect Chinese Miners, and Almost
150 Years Later is Still Used as a Place of Worship,” ABC News, February 18, 2018, www.abc.net.au/
news/2018-02-18/chinese-temple-brings-fortune-family-worshippers-say/9454664.

9  Lovejoy, ‘Chinese in Late Nineteenth-Century Bendigo.”

10  Duara, ‘Superscribing Symbols,’ 783.

11 For more on the dynamics of inter-cultural relationships among informal segregation, see Lovejoy,
‘Chinese in Late Nineteenth-Century Bendigo.’

12 Interview with Darren Wright by Nadia Rhook, Bendigo, May 20, 2017.
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joss houses have been destroyed by fire, including a significant incident in
1887 when fire ‘ravaged the Ironbark Camp’, razing several joss houses and
clan meeting places."

Racial-religious hierarchies would also shape the temple’s life in less violent
albeit significant ways. An evidently racialised curiosity influenced the
fusion of tourism with worship. Newspaper reports show how, from its
beginnings, the Joss House attracted voyeurs of Chinese faith alongside
worshippers.' In the early 1970s, the Joss House was restored by the
National Trust of Victoria and formally became a tourist attraction, with
the resident caretaker’s room becoming the office for admission of tourists."

Spirits awakened in stone

In early 2017, the Bendigo Joss House Temple celebrated Chinese New Year
with a traditional lantern festival. Guests had ‘the unique opportunity to see
the Bendigo Chinese Association’s three new lions and witness the culturally
significant Hoi Gong Ceremony’.'® The following interview was recorded
with Dennis O’Hoy at his Bendigo residence. O’Hoy is a community
leader whose grandfather, Louey O’Hoy, was a prominent herbalist whose
work supported the health of Chinese and non-Chinese Victorians. Dennis
OHoy is also a heritage activist. Since he played a major role in founding
the Bendigo Trust in 1970, O‘Hoy has been enormously and proudly
influential in stopping the Bendigo council from tearing down the Town
Hall, as well as saving the Bendigo trams and preserving the Chinese Joss
House so that it continues to serve the community as a living temple today."”
The interview details the active, intergenerational, and ongoing process
of enlivening the Joss House as a space of cultural and spiritual meaning.
O’Hoy tells a spirited story of the April 2017 Joss House Ceremony to bring
to life the statue lions that would be placed at the front entrance:

13 Paul Macgregor, ‘Joss Houses of Colonial Bendigo and Victoria,” in An Angel on the Water: Essays in
Honour of Reginald O’Hoy, ed. Mike Butcher, 115.

14 ‘Opening of the New Chinese Joss House at Ironbark,” Empire (Sydney), August 4, 1859, p. 8, nla.
gov.au/nla.news-article60402774.

15 ‘Bendigo’s Joss House Gets Back its 1860s Glory, The Australian Womens Weekly, June 13, 1973, p. 22.
16 ‘Lantern Festival to Welcome New Year,” Bendigo Advertiser, February 9, 2017.

17 ‘Bendigo Man Honoured for a Job Well Done,” Bendigo Advertiser, April 12, 2011, www.bendigo

advertiser.com.au/story/715946/bendigo-man-honoured-for-a-job-well-done/.
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This is the Lantern festival we just had a couple of weeks ago ... Three
new lions were purchased by the Bendigo Chinese Association, and
of course we had to bring the lions to life by ceremoniously blessing
them, and then dotting the eyes with dragon blood ... So the lion
is ... paying homage to Guan Dong, and of course you've got the
symbols going, the drums, and the gongs, and the whole atmosphere
and the vibration. And the performers. They. Were. So. Good. It got
so large that the crowds went out. Look, there must have been about
four to five hundred people that came and the first time I did it
I only had about sixty or seventy.

So now we all pray that this will be a fortuitous event. Notice the
three lions here. They haven’t been awoken yet. But, oh, look. To have
this happen. Now, the covers come off the lion. The blessing takes
place. Wei Tung(?) is blessing them. And now the most important
thing is, I now have the dragon’s blood. I have the brush and I dot
the horn, the eyes, the whole line ... So you've got the drums going
veeery silently because they are still not alive yet ...

Now. They are live. They're stirring. Their eyes open.

There is the brush with the dragon’s blood. Look, the ceremony,
it was just so perfect to think that these old customs have not died.

Now, the lions are awakening. Notice the lettuce there? Because they
are hungry. And the next stage — this is again what I was taught
65 years ago, 70 years ago that I was taught this. They are now
stirring, they are wakening up ... So now they are going to eat.
And they get the vegetables. And the way they do it ... They are all
starting to digest the lettuce.

Now, the last time I did that was in 1983. I tried to lift my son up
and I tore the muscles in my right arm, and it was [laughing] two
years of physiotherapy. That was it. That was the last time I did the
lion dance. I was too old. They are all young.

The skill, and the balance. Notice? The lettuce is all gone.

All the young children now are being taught the art of dance, they
range from 6, 7 years of age to teens ...

That is the peacock dance. And she was so graceful and beautiful
miming the actions of the peacock ...

Look. All the trouble, and all the work. It was worth it.'®

18 Dennis O’Hoy, interview by Nadia Rhook, Bendigo, April 5, 2017. Transcript available on request.
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The Bendigo Joss House Temple is one of the few diasporic Chinese
temples that remain standing in Victoria today. It continues to function
as a space of tourism and of worship and living spirituality. Its presence
serves as a reminder that preserving the autonomy to practice one’s faith in
an Anglo-Christian—dominated city has necessitated resistance and effort
to maintain the building materials and statues, which have been enriched
by spiritual practices.” After the dismantling of immigration restrictions in
the late twentieth century, migrants from across Southeast Asia, including
from Vietnam, Indonesia and Malaysia, as well as international students,
would worship in this temple. It has a spiritual life that now far exceeds
the desires of goldrush Chinese migrants.® In 2018, worshipper Wendy
Tang described her relationship with the Joss House as one that continues
a tradition laid by visitors before her: ‘It’s been blessed by the people before
us. Those people were also migrants ... I'm just following those steps.’”!
But in 2022, the Joss House was temporarily closed for security reasons
after ‘team members were subjected to verbal abuse & antisocial behaviour’.
At this time, Dennis O’Hoy called for the Bendigo Trust and the Bendigo
Chinese Association to become the caretakers of the site.?

Today, the Emu Point Joss House stands as visible evidence of continuity.
It is a living space of culture-making and religious expression. Its rooms
support the practice and expression of several diasporic faiths, including
Buddhism and Confucianism.”® Ceremonies that were in earlier
decades poorly understood and denigrated by European observers are in
contemporary times proudly observed by Bendigo residents of both Chinese
and non-Chinese descent.

19 Paul Macgregor, ‘Joss Houses,” 119.

20  Vanessa Murray, ‘Homegrown: Bendigo, Vic,” SBS Food, June 6, 2013, www.sbs.com.au/food/
article/homegrown-bendigo-vic/wc2y645bi.

21 Wendy Tang quoted in Larissa Romensky, ‘One of Australias Oldest Chinese Temples Brings
Fortune and Family’, ABC News.

22 Shannon Schubert, ‘Bendigo’s Chinese Community, Historian Saddened by Closure of Joss
House Temple, ABC News, October 11, 2022, www.abc.net.au/news/2022-10-12/joss-house-temple-
in-bendigo-closed/1015234662utm_campaign=abc_news_web&utm_content=link&utm_medium=
content_shared&utm_source=abc_news_web.

23 Romensky, ‘One of Australias Oldest Chinese Temples.’
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