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Here are some tips on how to become a
pro time-traveller at the Indian Heritage Centre

Tamils make up the largest 
segment of the Singaporean 
Indian community. They 
form an important part of 
the multi-ethnic community 
in Singapore today.

Did you know that Tamils perhaps had 
connections with Singapore between the

11th – 13th centuries, long before the founding 
of Singapore as a British trading post?

Be curious! Observe closely 
using your eyes but do not 

touch any artefacts.

Time travelling is no fun on an 
empty stomach. Have some food 
and drinks outside the museum.

Keep these questions in mind as we travel along this journey:

1. What is the history of Tamils in Southeast Asia and Singapore?

2. Who are some of the early Tamil settlers in Singapore and

how did they contribute to the development of the nation?

Who are the Tamils and where did they come from? 

Follow me as we travel back in time and embark on a 

journey to find out more about Tamils in Southeast Asia.

Before we begin,

You are travelling back 
in time. So, walk 

calmly. There is no 
need to run or rush.

Take down notes using a pencil. 
Pens may leave permanent 

marks on these priceless 
treasures you are about to see.

Take photographs 
without using flash.



During this journey, we will be meeting some prominent 
Tamil pioneers. Let us learn some Tamil words and 
phrases to prepare ourselves. Practise them with your 
friends and family.

Have you seen the Tamil script before?

Look around you and you might discover some 

objects with Tamil scripts on them. Try your hand at 

writing the word ‘Tamil’ below by connecting the dots. 

 Hello Thank you Yes

 Vanakkam Nandri Aam

  

 My name is             . How are you? No

 En peyar             . Neengal nalama? Illai

Did you know that Tamil is one of the 
oldest South Asian languages that is still 
being spoken by millions of speakers all 
around the world, including Singapore?

Looks like you are all prepared. 

Time to turn back the clock by 

a thousand years and take a 

trip back to the ancient times!

Come, let’s go!
Vaarungal, selvom!
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Welcome to the Pre-Modern Period
(1st century CE – 18th century CE)

What is the Coromandel Coast?

Tamils trace their ancestry to Southern parts of India and northern Sri Lanka. Tamil 

traders had arrived in Southeast Asia long before the arrival of European companies 

and most of them came from the Coromandel Coast. 

The word Coromandel comes from the Tamil word Cholamandalam, which means “the 

land of the Cholas”. 

The Cholas were a long line of kings who used to rule most of the Coromandel region 

in South India. The Coromandel coastline was an important trading region with many 

trading ports that connected the West to the East.

Look for the map shown below at the exhibition to 

discover various ports along the Coromandel Coast. 

Fill in the missing names of some of these ports. 
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Answers from top to bottom:
Chennai, Nagapattinam, Jaffna, Kanyakumari



The Written Word
Ancient Tamil literature, such as the Sangam poems, is widely read even today. It gives 

us an idea of how Tamil people lived during ancient times. In fact, ancient Tamil 

literature also serves as evidence for early Tamil trading with other parts of the world, 

including Southeast Asia.

During ancient times, the Tamil region in

South India was ruled primarily by three kingdoms. 

Rearrange the letters below to find out their names.

Spot these examples of Tamil literature in the gallery and discover their names.

The Three Crowned Rulers 

C H R E A C O H A L P A D N A Y

They are also known as the Moovendar (Three Kings in Tamil). Interactions between 

South India and Southeast Asia flourished during the rule of these kings. They had 

political and trade relations with Southeast Asian kingdoms. They even had marital 

alliances with Southeast Asian royal families. 

J E E V I T M N

M A N M K L I

Did you know that the Chola dynasty of South India is 
one of the longest-ruling dynasties in world history?
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Durga Mahishasuramardini                                          Durga Korravai

A B

The Southeast Asian Connection
In ancient times, Indian deities appealed to Southeast Asian societies and kingdoms. 

They were worshipped and local depictions of these deities were produced.

Tamil culture had influenced the making of some of these sculptures.

This can be seen in the sculptures of Durga Korravai which are on display.

Spot these sculptures in the galleries. Can you find out

where they are from? Write your answers in the boxes below.

Answer: Standing on buffalo headed demon

Although both sculptures represent the same Hindu deity Durga, there are some 

differences in the way they look. Circle the differences in the images above.

Look closer. What similarity do you spot between these two sculptures?

What does that mean?

A deity is a god or 
goddess.
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Islam Buddhism Hinduism

Unity in Diversity
The Tamil community, from ancient times to present times, is very diverse in religions 

and cultures. While most Tamils are Hindus, there are also Tamils who practise other 

religions such as Christianity and Islam. 

However, they are united by the language they speak – the Tamil language.

Look out for the following artefacts in the gallery and find out more about them. 

Match these artefacts to the ancient religions that they are associated with:

Do you know the names of 

the spices that were 

commonly traded in the 

Coromandel Coast? Paste 

your answers from the 

sticker sheet provided. 

Spice and 
Everything Nice
Other than politics and religion, 

trade evidence also points to the 

ancient connection between the 

Coromandel Coast and Southeast 

Asia. Spices, textiles and other 

commodities were commonly traded 

between these regions.

Think about your favourite Indian dish.

What kind of spices do you think are used in that dish? 

Have you seen the 
sculpture titled 
Masala by artist 
Kumari Nahappan 
displayed at the 
entrance to the Indian Heritage 
Centre? Check it out and learn more 
about the common spices and herbs 
integral to Tamil food culture.
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A Kingdom Called Singapura 
In the late 13th century, a Srivijayan prince by the name of Sang Nila Utama arrived at the 

shores of Singapore. He saw a lion which inspired him to name the country Singapura!

The Sejarah Melayu also mentions the story of the Singapore Stone. Did you know 

that the Singapore Stone used to be located in the mouth of the Singapore River and 

is one of the earliest evidence of Tamil connections with Singapore? In 1843, the 

huge stone was split into several pieces when the British dynamited it. 

The name “Singapura” means Lion City.

It has roots in ancient Indian languages and 

was possibly adopted because of Southeast 

Asia’s connections with South India. 

The story of Sang Nila Utama is

explained further in the Sejarah Melayu, 

or the Malay Annals. Can you spot the 

Malay Annals in the gallery?

Three of the largest pieces of the Stone are showcased through holograms in this 

exhibition. Bring the three parts of the Singapore Stone together by pasting them 

correctly on the outlines below.

1. The inscription on the Stone is written in a script called    .

2. The entire Stone was about  metres in height and         metres wide.

3. One part of the Stone is on display at the     of Singapore.

Answer: 1.Kawi, 2.3m by 3m, 3.National Museum
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We went way back to ancient times to discover the early connections 

between South India and Southeast Asia, including Singapore. Now, it is 

time to discover more about Tamils in modern Singapore.

Great job! You have
completed the first part of 

your time-travelling journey.

Close the book
and flip it over to 
begin the second 

part of your 
time-travelling 

journey.
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Address
5 Campbell Lane,
Singapore 209924
Contact: 6291 1601

Website
indianheritage.org.sg

Email
nhb_ihc@nhb.gov.sg

       indianheritagecentre

       @indianheritage_sg 

Opening Hours
Tuesdays – Thursdays: 10am to 7pm
Fridays – Saturdays: 10am to 8pm
Sundays/Public Holidays*: 10am to 4pm
Closed on Mondays

* The Indian Heritage Centre is closed
on Public Holidays that fall on a Monday 
unless otherwise stated.

Last admission to the galleries is 
half an hour before closing.

Organised by A Heritage Institution of Supported by

The Indian Heritage Centre is located at the heart of the 

historical precinct, Little India. It traces the history, heritage 

and culture of the Indian and South Asian communities in 

Singapore and Southeast Asia region.

About Indian Heritage Centre
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Answers:  Hardworking, Responsible, Resilient

Did you know that the first Tamil on record to have arrived in Singapore 
came from the Coromandel Coast? His name is Naraina Pillai.

Welcome to the Modern Period
(19th century – early 20th century)
Tamils have been present in modern Singapore since its establishment 

as a British trading post by Sir Stamford Raffles in 1819.

Pillai, who arrived in Singapore from Penang, initially worked as a clerk. However, he 

soon ventured into business, setting up a brick kiln and a large shop selling cotton goods.

Many early settlers like Pillai had an entrepreneurial spirit, which contributed 

to the development of modern Singapore. They were employed as merchants, 

labourers, private financiers and more, to improve their standard of living.

What values do you think the early settlers demonstrated? 

Find and circle your answers below.

H A R D W O R K I N G

R F E D G W E E D G W

G C S A D G S S A D O

D P P Y F I I P Y F T

G U O U S F L O U S G

H N N D I J I N D I D

N S S R I W E O U S F

K Y I I E B N N D I S

D R B B P O T J S G W

C I L W R A H M Y N O

U D E G S S S Y W T V

Let’s meet some of these Indian settlers!

What does that mean?

A settler is a person 
who arrives, especially 

from another country, in 
a new place in order to 

live there.
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In my work as a private moneylender, I use tools 

such as                                   ,                                     ,

and                                          .

Meet Subramaniam Chettiar
Nattukottai Chettiars are one of the oldest Tamil communities in Singapore. 

Many Chettiars were involved in banking and moneylending professions, 

which contributed greatly to the economic development of Singapore.

What’s in a Name
The Chettiars have a unique practice of keeping the initials of many generations in their 

name. Let’s take a look at the name of one of the Chettiars featured in the galleries.

Great-great 
grandfather’s 

name

Great 
grandfather’s 

name

Grandfather’s 
name

Father’s 
name

Given 
name

First letter of 
great 

grandfather’s 
name

First letter of 
grandfather’s 

name

First letter of 
father’s name

Given 
name

Family name
(if applicable)

Family 
name

Did you know that in the 19th century and early 20th century,
there were more Chettiar moneylending firms than banks?

Subramaniam Chettiar worked as a private 

moneylender at Market Street. What are some 

of the tools he used for his daily work? 

[Hint: Take a look at the artefacts belonging to 

Rm VLN Subbiah Chettiar’s Family in the gallery]

Paste
sticker of 

Subramaniam 
Chettiar

here

Rm VLN (Ramanathan Vellayappan Lakshmanan Nachiappan) Subbiah Chettiar

What would be your initials if you had a similar type of naming style?
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Meet Eliyathamby
Eliyathamby came to Singapore from Jaffna, in northern Sri Lanka. He worked 

in Malaya as an overseer for the British. This means that he oversaw or 

supervised Indian labourers who worked in Malaya. Like him, many early 

Tamils from Sri Lanka arrived as colonial employees to Malaya and Singapore.

Indian labourers played an important role in the development of the nation. They helped 

to build the initial infrastructure such as bridges, roads and buildings in Singapore.

There is a famous building in Singapore which 

was built by Indian labourers. Can you guess 

what it is? (Hint: It is located along Orchard 

Road, and a very important person lives there.)

I S     A     A    

If you were Eliyathamby, how would you feel if 

you had to move to another country in order to 

make a living?

Paste
sticker of 

Eliyathamby 
here

Eliyathamby and his wife travelled to Malaya in 

the 1890s by sailboat and eventually settled there. 

Take a look at this painting of Tamil labourers in 

the gallery.  

• What emotions do you think the labourers feel 

in this painting?

• Do you think life as a labourer was difficult? 

What makes you say so?

• What kind of working environment do you think 

the labourers were in?
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Meet Abdul Kader Maricayer
Abdul Kader was from a Tamil Muslim community called the Chulias.

He arrived in Singapore at the age of twelve in 1887, and worked in a textile and

sari shop run by his grandfather. He learned Arab and Tamil as a young boy.

The term Chulia often refers to the Tamil Muslims from South India. Chulias mostly 

worked as shopkeepers, traders, operators of harbour boats, and labourers. 

They were among the earliest Indians to settle in Singapore. Just like the other 

Indian settlers, they brought with them their own cultures, religions and festivals

and set up their own places of worship in Singapore. For example, the Chulias

set up mosques and shrines such as the Jamae Chulia and the Nagore Dargah.

Circle the photograph that shows the Jamae Chulia mosque.

In the box below, paste the image of Abdul Kader from the

sticker sheet. [Hint: His photo is found along the wall of portraits.

Refer to the gallery labels or use the SMARTIFY app to find him.] 

If there is one thing you would like to ask Abdul Kader 

about his life as a shopkeeper, what would it be? Write 

your question below and share it with your friends:

Vanakkam, Abdul Kader. I would like to know… 
Paste

sticker of
Abdul Kader 

here



Excellent work!
You have completed the second part

of your time-travelling journey.
We had travelled back in time and learnt about the contributions

of the early settlers to the development of Singapore.

The adventure does not have to end here. Continue your 

exploration in the gallery. Download the SMARTIFY app, 

and learn more about the stories of various Indian 

settlers along the wall of portraits.

Let’s step back
to the present and 

reflect on our 
time-travelling 

experience.

My favourite artefact is:
(draw or write your answer below)

One thing I have learnt about the Tamils is:
(draw or write your answer below)
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