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Figure 1: Elements of a Nanyang Tomb

Traditionally, information of the deceased and their descendants are usually inscribed on the tomb 

in Chinese characters. But later, English replaced Chinese, and there are tombs at Bukit Brown where 

details are spelt out in English of the Hokkien dialect, which only attests the fluid and hybrid nature of 

different influences and practices that change and are adapted. According to Elizabeth McKenzie, 

“Symbols used by the Chinese are not merely decorative. Their purpose is also to increase the 

possibilities of a happy and wealthy life” (2011: 77); and in the case of the dead, these auspicious 

sentiments are meant for the living descendants or for the afterlife of the dead.  



 

Figure 2: Tomb Decorated with Majolica (Peranakan) Tiles



 

 

Figure 3: Sikh Guards



i Volunteers of Bukit Brown are endearing called “brownies”—they tirelessly conduct weekly tours of Bukit Brown (estimated 

to have brought 10,000 people through); have organized public exhibitions and lectures to breed awareness and appreciation 

(and lobby against government encroachment). They also help descendants locate graves, track the material culture of the 
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tomb designs, and trace genealogies and histories of the deceased, exploring broader contexts of their lives (Pang and Liew 

2014: 88). 
ii Peranakan, which means “locally born” is a problematic notion. It has been taken to refer to descendants of 

intermarriages of other ethnic groups and local women. The largest Peranakan group in Malaya are the Peranakan Chinese. 

However, there are the Peranakan Indians, who are also known as Chetti Melaka (whose religious orientation is Hinduism) 

and the Jawi Peranakans (who are Muslims); and the Eurasians are considered Peranakan as well. The very notion of 

Peranakan would mean any offspring of intermarriages with the local; however, the word has come to describe communities 

that have developed, adapted and acculturated Malay and European influences. Recent offsprings of intermarriages with the 

local are not typically described as Peranakan. Peranakan cultures are understood to be hybrid cultures that have developed 

in the last 500-600 years in the Malay Archipelago. In this paper, when I speak of the Peranakan world, I am not only referring 

to the Peranakan Chinese but all Peranakan groups. 
iii McKenzie has written Ong Chong Chew. But a brownie, who is part of the documentation team and researching genealogies 

of the pioneers buried at Bukit Brown Cemetery, has corrected me that it is Ong Cheng Chew. I have, therefore, written Ong 

Cheng Chew in the main text. 
iv According to a brownie, more recently Dr Hui Yew Fong has made a statistical study and 4153 graves will be affected (this 

has not yet been published). 
v Professor Lai Chee Kien, who is part of the documentation team for Bukit Brown, has intimated during his lecture at the 

Malaysian Heritage and History Club in Malacca (19 March 2014) that Chinese experts from China have declared Bukit Brown 

Cemetery as a national treasure, which sadly the Singapore government is destroying. 
vi Noor expounds this at the first Peranakan Indian symposium, entitled: The Lost Tribe of Chetti Melaka—Who are We?, (4 

October 2014) held at the Asian Civilisation Museum (Singapore). 
vii Their orientations to the “modern beyond” were less Euro-focused and realized more in the pan-Asian diasporic community 

of overseas Chinese (2008: 406). 
viii Singapore and Hong Kong became pan-Asian centres of modernity, the capitals of the Asian overseas community which 

shaped the aesthetics of Indonesian photography. The earliest photographic organization in Singapore was established in 1887 

(2008: 408). 
ix The Bukit Brown website (http://bukitbrown.com/main/) explores Chinese myths and motifs depicted on the tombstone. 
x This lecture is available online (accessed.11 July 2015: http://nusmuseum.blogspot.com/2012/06/recap-lai-chee-kiens-

material-culture.html). 
xi The very first book reading at Bukit Brown was held at this tomb on 27 July 2013 of John Hunt’s book, Suffering through 

Strength - The Men Who Made Christmas Island. This brilliant idea was organized by the brownies and the Singapore Heritage 

Society (Rojak Librarian, accessed 11 July 2015: http://mymindisrojak.blogspot.com/2013/07/book-reading-at-ong-sam-

leongs-tomb.html). 
xii Although Ong’s grave is the largest at Bukit Brown, informants have told me that it is only average size. There were 

apparently larger graves in Singapore that have been exhumed and destroyed. Evidences of larger graves of the Peranakan 

Chinese found in Malacca and Penang suggest that the information from my informants are true. 
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