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Abstract 

This research attempts to explore Kampong Glam beyond its master narrative and instead seeks to 

give significance to the voices of the user via inclusion of anecdotes in space. In achieving this, 

stories are gathered from attending walking tours, conducting interviews, reading biographies, 

online forums, blogs, old newspaper articles and compiling recollections shared by various people of 

Kampong Glam. These stories are then used as navigation tools within the sites of study, namely the 

Malay Heritage Centre (MHC), Gedung Kuning (Yellow Mansion), Sultan Mosque and the Old 

Malay Cemetery.  

With the use of anecdotes, it is also hoped that a different understanding of Kampong Glam could be 

revealed. 

Together, the four sites are presented as royal grounds. The utilisation of these spaces in the 

construction of a master narrative is explored; and through analysing notable events that construct 

these sites, it is concluded that the four spaces are but fragments of a lost royal compound, that is to 

say, they are spaces of ruin. 

As spaces of ruin, this dissertation argues that the narratives and meaning of the four sites are 

manifold. Through theories of the ruin, this paper critiques the conversion of these four sites as 

over-simplified touristic spaces. Instead, an alternate understanding of the four sites through the use 

of anecdotes is proposed.  

Finally, it is suggested that the use of anecdotes will offer an option to explore the layered narratives 

of this royal ruin.  

Keywords:  Kampong Glam, royal grounds, ruin, anecdotes 

(Word count: 9,898) 
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INTRODUCTION  

 

 

 

 

 

The past can be seized only as an image which flashes up at the 

instant when it can be recognized and is never seen again… For every 

image of the past that is not recognized by the present as one of its 

own concerns threatens to disappear irretrievably. 1 

– Walter Benjamin 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
1
 Walter Benjamin (ed. Hannah Arendt, trans. Harry Zohn), Illuminations, (Fontana: Jonathan Cape, 1973), 

p.257. 



 
 

Encounter 1: The Tree 

 

Fig.1. The Palm tree 

I turned around the corner of Kandahar Street and caught sight of a group of tourists clustered in 

front of a coffee-shop. As I walked nearer, I could hear excited banters spoken in Chinese. Minutes 

later, an animated voice rose amongst the group. A stout middle-aged man, unmistakably their tour 

guide, greeted the group and began the tour: 

(In Chinese) Welcome to Kampong Glam! Before we begin, let me tell you all more about the 

name of the place. Well, Kampong is derived from the Malay word Kampung, which means 

“village”. In the olden days, Gelam trees were also abundantly found in the area, thus the 

adoption of the name... 



 
 

A printed picture of the Gelam tree was then held up for the group to see. This is understandable, as 

there is hardly any Gelam trees left in the area today.2 The tour guide then gave the group an 

introduction of the places they were about to visit.  

A street away from where the group stood, two rows of neatly planted Palm trees line the street of 

conserved shophouses.  

Encounter 2: The Time Travel 

 

Fig. 2 The “black sand” 

In my bid to understand Kampong Glam more intimately, I signed up for a walking tour that 

promises to give its participants a fresh perspective of the area. The tour promises to include 

personal anecdotes and recollections of Khir Johari, the assigned guide for the tour, who was born 

and raised in Kampong Glam. 

                                                           
2
 Today, Gelam trees can be found in the compound of the Malay Heritage Centre, in 

http://www.yoursingapore.com/content/traveller/en/browse/see-and-do/culture-and-heritage/a-touch-of-
history/heritage-trails/kampong-glam.html , accessed on 5 September 2011. 

http://www.yoursingapore.com/content/traveller/en/browse/see-and-do/culture-and-heritage/a-touch-of-history/heritage-trails/kampong-glam.html
http://www.yoursingapore.com/content/traveller/en/browse/see-and-do/culture-and-heritage/a-touch-of-history/heritage-trails/kampong-glam.html


 
 

Interestingly, Khir started his tour with a request: he asked for the group to use a little of their 

imagination during the walk. It didn’t take me long to figure out why. The places and activities that 

Khir spoke of could no longer be identified on site: 

See this grass that we are stepping on? In the olden days, it used to be black sand… (Fig.2) 

I remember there used to be a number of Javanese men selling satay (marinated, skewered 

and grilled meat, served with a sauce) along the street...  

Everybody know each other by names! Every now and then we would receive kueh-kueh 

(traditional Malay cakes) from the neighbours, and my grandmother would give them some 

too in return. My grandmother would even sent me out to get salt and spices from the 

neighbour when we ran out of stock at times… the area was much more like a village then… 

After the tour ended, some of the older participants gathered to reminisce about the Kampong Glam 

of the past.  

And all there was before me was the grass, the cafes and the “welcome” sign of the shops. 

That was Then, This is Now 

If places that were recalled are lost and absent, if the present is only used as a reference point to 

reflect on what was and was not, what kind of place does that make Kampong Glam? 

Anecdotal stories such as those that speak of the disappearance of the Gelam trees, the black sand, 

the satay man or the friendly village atmosphere are hardly included in Kampong Glam’s master 

narrative. Instead, like old names that continue to be retained on site, it is the “romantic” historical 

origin of the area that are repeated and retold. 

This research attempts to explore Kampong Glam beyond its master narrative and instead seeks to 

give significance to the voices of the user via inclusion of anecdotes in space. In achieving this, 

stories are gathered from attending walking tours, conducting interviews, reading biographies, 



 
 

online forums, blogs, old newspaper articles and compiling recollections shared by various people of 

Kampong Glam. These stories are then used as navigation tools within the sites of study, namely the 

Malay Heritage Centre (MHC), Gedung Kuning (Yellow Mansion), Sultan Mosque and the Old Malay 

Cemetery.  

The dissertation thus seeks to recognize a space as a container of spatial practices and biographical 

accounts of its occupants and users. With the use of anecdotes, it is also hoped that a different 

understanding of Kampong Glam may be revealed. 

This research is outlined as such: 

In Chapter 1, key sites that are used in the construction of Kampong Glam’s royal narrative are 

identified. The four sites studied are namely, the Malay Heritage Centre (MHC), Gedung Kuning, the 

Old Malay Cemetery and the Sultan Mosque. The evolution of these sites is then analysed in Chapter 

2, where it is argued that they are but spaces of ruin. A theoretical context of the ruin is used in the 

discussion of the four sites in Chapter 3. Juxtaposing it with theories of the touristic space, the 

limitations of a touristic ruin space is revealed. The relevance of anecdotes in the exploration of the 

ruin spaces is discussed in Chapter 4, followed by the conclusion. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

Chapter 1:  The Making of 

A Royal Kampong  

Prior to the British administrators’ arrival in 1819, Kampong Glam was a fishing village located near 

the mouth of Singapore’s Rochor River.3 Then, the villagers had depended on the Gelam trees found 

in the area as a mean of survival – boat-making material was derived from its bark, while its leaves 

were used as medicinal oil and its fruits made into spice.4 The area soon underwent gradual 

development after the British government dedicated a large part of the area to Sultan Hussein, then 

ruler of Singapore.5 This was the result of a Treaty signed between Sultan Hussein and the East India 

Company in 1823.6 In the Treaty, it was agreed that a trading port could be set up in Singapore by 

the Company, and in return, Sultan Hussein could build himself a palace in an area of his choice. 

Today, the history of Kampong Glam is more commonly known as “home to the Malay aristocracy” 

rather than as its humbler version of a village.7 Stories of selected buildings and spaces linked to the 

royal family are emphasized, resulting in places such as the royal family’s homes, the royal burial 

ground and the Sultan’s mosque being ‘revived’ accordingly. An illusion of regal splendour is 

purposefully created.  

Perhaps it is to further assist the orchestration of Kampong Glam as a royal site that subsequently 

inspired the construction of its Malay identity by the government. The redesign of Kampong Glam by 

the Urban Redevelopment Authority (URA) and the Singapore Tourism Board (STB) began as early as 

1984; and it was through the conception of the 1986 URA Conservation Masterplan and the Tourism 

Product Development Plan (TPDP) that the idea of Kampong Glam as a “Malay Heritage District” was 

                                                           
3
 Jane Perkins, Kampong Glam: Spirit of a community (Singapore: Times Publishing, 1984), p. 12. 

4
 Perkins, Kampong Glam: Spirit of a community, p. 12. 

5
 Perkins, Kampong Glam: Spirit of a community , p. 12. 

6
 Perkins, Kampong Glam: Spirit of a community , p. 12. 

7
 Kampong Glam: History, in http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kampong_Glam, accessed on 5 September 2011. 



 
 

inscribed upon the urban landscape.8 Kampong Glam’s role in reinforcing Singapore’s cultural 

identity was also finalized in 1989, with it being gazetted as a historic conservation district.9 The 

glorification of both a royal and a Malay theme is reflected in the description given by the URA’s 

website, where Kampong Glam today is seen as: 

An ancient settlement older than modern Singapore. The historic seat of Malay royalty in 

Singapore. The traditional hub of our local Malay community. A rich and colourful tapestry 

of traditional trades, religious activities and festivals, beautiful conservation shophouses, 

significant monuments, popular eating places, and new, quirky shops.10 

This particular “theming” is mainly anchored by the presence the Malay Heritage Centre, Gedung 

Kuning (Yellow Mansion), the Old Malay Cemetery and the Sultan Mosque. Together, these four 

sites act as physical devices that activate an imagination of Kampong Glam’s royal narrative. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
8
 Imran bin Tajudeen, ‘State Constructs of Ethnicity in the Reinvention of Malay-Indonesian Heritage in 

Singapore’, in Traditional Dwellings and Settlements Review, Vol. 18 No. 2 (Berkeley: IASTE, 2007),  p. 9. 
9
 Kampong Glam: History, by National Library Board Singapore, in 

http://infopedia.nl.sg/articles/SIP_249_2004-12-16.html , accessed on 5 September 2011. 
10

 ‘Kampong Glam walking map’, in http://www.ura.gov.sg/rediscover/#wmKampongGlam , accessed on 18 
June 2011. 



 
 

Malay Heritage Centre 

Fig.3. Before and after: The Istana Kampong Glam (left) and Malay Heritage Centre (right) 

In June 2005, the Malay Heritage Centre (MHC), or Taman Warisan Melayu, was opened as a 

museum in Kampong Glam. (Fig. 3) A pristine white painted two-storey bungalow built in Palladian 

style, complete with a neatly landscaped garden and a circular black granite fountain fronting it, the 

museum stands out from its surrounding neighbours of narrow streets and shophouses. A 1.8 metre 

wall also demarcates the museum boundary. The MHC claims itself as “a vital heritage institution for 

the Malay community in Singapore” and is hailed as one of Singapore’s “cultural anchor points”.11 

Yet within the grounds of MHC lies a twist: since its inception in 1823, the building has been acting 

as a residence for Sultan Hussein Shah and his descendants until it was acquired by the Singapore 

government in 1995.  

                                                           
11

 Description of the Malay Heritage Centre, quoted from its official website 
http://www.malayheritage.org.sg/about_MHC.htm , accessed on 18 June 2011; and from the news report: 
Lydia Lim, ‘All-Malay channel to be set up’, in 9.30pm Television Corporation of Singapore English News, aired 
on 12 March 1999 (Singapore: Television Corporation of Singapore).  
 



 
 

Prior to its conversion, the MHC had been otherwise known as Istana Kampong Glam (IKG, or 

Kampong Glam Palace) and started out as a “large, rambling attap habitation”12 built under the 

order of Sultan Hussein himself. Later in 1842, the original palace was replaced by the current 

concrete building under the order of Sultan Ali, son and successor of Sultan Hussein. 

Much focus is given to the MHC’s royal background to appeal to visitors. In an URA handbook of 

Kampong Glam, the MHC is advertised as a “former Istana Kampong Glam, which has been 

converted”, revealing the authority’s desire to cling on to the building’s past royal regalia.13 This 

inclusion of a royal story in the showcase of MHC also perhaps suggests an attempt to mediate the 

conflicting public response derived from the creation of the museum out of a royal palace. In March 

1999, then Minister for Information and Arts George Yeo announced plans for the “restoring and 

renovation” of the palace and the setting up of the museum to “bring back life and activity to 

Kampong Glam”.14 News reporting the government’s plan to compensate and resettle the residents 

of the Istana soon followed.15 In response, a petition was set up by the residents of the Istana to 

appeal for their continued stay.16 Malaysia’s media and leaders also joined in the protest against the 

conversion, regarding the act as a violation of Malay rights.17 However, despite the controversy, 

works for the MHC were carried out in 1999.  

 

 

 

                                                           
12

 Charles Burton Buckley, in An anecdotal history of old times in Singapore 1819-1867, Vol. I, (Kuala Lumpur: 
University of Malaya Press, 1965), pp. 44-45. 
13

 ‘Kampong Glam walking map’, in http://www.ura.gov.sg/rediscover/#wmKampongGlam , accessed on 18 
June 2011. 
14

 Lim, ‘All-Malay channel to be set up’. 
15

 Tan Siok Siok, ‘New payment scheme for beneficiaries under Sultan Hussain Ordinance’, in 9.30pm Television 
Corporation of Singapore English News, 15 April 1999 (Singapore: TCS). 
16

 Unknown, ‘Istana Kampong Glam residents to petition against move’, in 9.30pm Television Corporation of 
Singapore English News, 2 May 1999 (Singapore: TCS). 
17

 Teo Chia Leen, ‘M'sian media's false allegations irresponsible & mischievous: Professor Jayakumar’, in 
9.30pm Television Corporation of Singapore English News, 6 July 1999 (Singapore: TCS). 



 
 

Gedung Kuning (Yellow Mansion) 

 

Fig.4. Tepak Sireh Restaurant  

Located just outside the boundary wall of MHC is a yellow-painted brick building called Gedung 

Kuning (Yellow Mansion). The colour was adopted to reflect the royal status of the site.18 The 

building, also known as Rumah Bendahara (Chief Minister’s Residence), was believed to be home for 

Singapore’s Chief Minister in the early days. However, the origin of the house is unclear. One source 

claims that it was built by Sultan Hussein’s son and designed by Singapore’s pioneer colonial 

architect George Coleman.19 Another article claims that it was built by Tengku Mahmud, grandson of 

Sultan Hussein, as he refused to stay in the Istana despite inheriting it.20  

Upon the death of Tengku Mahmud, however, it was believed that the bungalow ceased to be a 

royal property. Gedung Kuning has since served as a private residence for various families – the 

                                                           
18

 Yellow colour is considered to be a royal colour by the Malays.  
19

 Ustaz Zhulkeflee, Kampong Glam, in http://zhulkeflee-archive.blogspot.com/2008/04/kampung-glam-
earliest-muslim-quarter.html , accessed on 7 September 2011. 
20

 Ahmad Mohd Don, ‘Asal Usul Gedung Kuning di Kg Glam’, in Berita Harian, 17 June 1980 (Malaysia: Berita 
Harian). See Appendix 5, p. 65 



 
 

longest-staying and most famous being the Haji Yusoff’s family – until it became state property 

under the Land Acquisition Act in 1999.21  Renovated and restored together with the MHC, Gedung 

Kuning was reopened in 2003 as Tepak Sireh Restoran, a “traditional Malay restaurant” aiming to 

“bring back the nostalgia of Malay regalia”.22 (Fig. 4) In addition to this dining experience, the place 

doubles as a venue for traditional Malay weddings, inclusive of royal entourage, court dance and 

traditional Malay rites and costumes.23
 

 

Fig.5. Before and after effects of restoration:  

Gedung Kuning (left) and Tepak Sireh Restaurant (right) 

 

 

                                                           
21

 Hidayah Amin, ‘Conveyance Details of Gedung Kuning’, in Gedung Kuning: Memories of a Malay childhood 
(Singapore: Helang Books, 2010), pp. 194-96. 
22

 ‘About Tepak Sireh’, in http://www.tepaksireh.com.sg/ , accessed on 18 June 2011. 
23

 ‘Wedding Services’, in http://www.tepaksireh.com.sg/ , accessed on 18 June 2011. 



 
 

Old Malay Cemetery 

 

Fig.6. The cemetery (on two separate visits) 

North of MHC and separated by North Bridge Road is Jalan Kubor (Cemetery Road), the site of the 

Old Malay Cemetery, also known as the Royal Cemetery. Built in 1819 by Sultan Hussein Shah and 

his followers, it is the oldest Malay cemetery in Singapore.24 In an 1822 map, the site was labelled as 

“Mohamedan Cemetery”, and in the 1836 map drawn by the surveyor J.B. Tassin, it was marked as 

“Tombs of the Malayan Princes”. 25 The Old Malay Cemetery serves as burial ground for the Sultan’s 

family and descendants, although recent generations of the royal family are known to have 

discontinued their use of it.  

                                                           
24

 Singapore Book of Records Club (SBRC), Singapore Book of Records, 4
th

 ed. (Singapore: Utopia Press Pte Ltd, 
2010), p. 165. 
25

 1. Indicated as ‘Moh. Cemy’ on the map drawn by Captain James Franklin: ‘The Journal of Thomas Otho 
Travers (1813-20)’, in Memoirs of the Raffles Museum no.4 (May 1957), reproduced in Cheng, Early Town 
Development, p. 6A, quoted by Imran bin Tajudeen, in Reading the Traditional City of Maritime Southeast Asia 
(Singapore: Singapore University Press, 2005), p. 22. 
   2. Description of “Tombs of the Malayan Princes”: SBRC, Singapore Book of Records, 4

th
 ed. , p. 165. 



 
 

Unlike an ordinary Malay cemetery, such as its neighbouring Madrasah Aljunied Cemetery, the burial 

grounds are raised on mounds, a hierarchical reflection of its royal status. Further signs of royal links 

are also hinted in the presence of yellow-coloured artefacts: each tomb is adorned with yellow tiles, 

and yellow cloths are tied around the tombstones.  

Today, the Old Malay Cemetery is state land, and has remained undisturbed despite the proposal for 

a high-density residential housing suggested in the 2005 Masterplan.26  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
26

 Urban Redevelopment Authority, Rochor Planning Report (Singapore: 1994), p. 13 



 
 

Sultan Mosque 

 

Fig.7. The original Sultan Mosque (left), and the current Sultan Mosque (right) 

The original Sultan Mosque was a “simple structure with a three-tier tiled roof”, that could 

accommodate only a small Muslim population to do their prayers.27(Fig. 7) With funding from the 

East India Company and the Muslim community, Sultan Mosque was built in 1823 under the order of 

Sultan Hussein.28 Sultan Hussein had then requested that a worship place be constructed near his 

palace and it was for this reason that the adoption of its name came about. The name of the mosque 

was retained even after it was rebuilt and redesigned by an English architect, Denis Santry of Swan 

and Maclaren, in an Indo-Saracenic style in 1924.29   

                                                           
27

 Jane Perkins, Kampong Glam: Spirit of a community (Singapore: Times Publishing, 1984), p. 13.  
28

 Dhoraisingam S Samuel, Singapore’s Heritage: Through Places of Historical Interest (Singapore: 
Dhoraisingam S Samuel, 2010), p. 295. 
29

 Perkins, Kampong Glam: Spirit of a community, p. 35. 



 
 

Today, Sultan Mosque can be easily identified with its “two gold onion-domes *…+, each topped by 

pinnacles with crescent moons and stars”.30 (Fig. 7)  A special feature of the mosque includes the 

ornamentation of the domes’ bases with glass bottle caps collected from the Muslim community. 

The mosque currently stands as Singapore’s largest mosque, with a main prayer hall capable of 

holding 5,000 worshippers. It also holds a second-storey gallery and an additional Annex building 

housing a “425-seat auditorium equipped with simultaneous translation facilities, a 200-seat 

conference room, and two multi-purpose halls”.31  

Gazetted as a national monument in March 1975, Sultan Mosque today aims to facilitate the 

understanding of Islam for both its Muslims and non-Muslims visitors. 

Supporting these physical devices, walking tours for curious tourists and locals alike perform the 

royal narrative of Kampong Glam more enthusiastically than its modern ethnic district storyline. The 

government also play a part in encouraging the promotion of “themed” tours, with the “Singapore 

Tourism Awards for Best Sightseeing/Leisure/Educational Programme” award given to “Sultans of 

Spice™ – A Kampong Glam (Malay-Islamic Quarter) Walk” by the STB.32 The tour, according to its 

web site, offers visitors glimpses into sites that “carry an air of royalty snatched away too quickly”. 

Tourist-oriented brochures, publications and web sites also advertise Kampong Glam in a similar 

fashion.  

 

 

 

                                                           
30

 Joanne HS Tan, ‘Sultan Mosque’, in http://infopedia.nl.sg/articles/SIP_753_2005-01-03.html , accessed on 
18 June 2011. 
31

 Tan, ‘Sultan Mosque’, accessed on 18 June 2011. 
32

 The Original Singapore Walks, in http://www.journeys.com.sg/singaporewalks/tours_sultans.asp , accessed 
on 18 June 2011. 



 
 

Chapter 2: The Deconstruction 

A Royal Play 

Ironically, while the royal narrative is used to create a unified albeit simplified version of Kampong 

Glam, the physical devices (the Malay Heritage Centre (MHC), Gedung Kuning, Sultan Mosque and 

the Old Malay Cemetery) used in the understanding of it have been very much separated and 

fragmented. Without the supplementary descriptions presented through tours and brochures, one 

can hardly trace the royal links that was once present in Kampong Glam. To visitors who are new to 

the area, the MHC presents itself simply as a modern museum, Gedung Kuning a Malay restaurant, 

the Cemetery an ordinary graveyard, and the Sultan Mosque a place of worship. 

 

Moreover, division of land ownership also resulted in different treatment given to the four sites. 

While the Istana has been restored to its former royal glory and, like the Sultan Mosque, has been 

given national recognition for its historical significance, Gedung Kuning is rented out as a retail 

space, while the Cemetery is left to decay. These inconsistencies further prevent visitors from 

constructing a clear relationship of the royal ground’s devices. 

 

In fact, all four sites have once been part of a larger royal compound.(Fig. 8) This compound was part 

of the Treaty signed between the East India Company and Sultan Hussein. The site was much larger 

than it can be physically perceived today.  It measured a total of 56 acres “to the east of the 

European town and lying between Rochore river and the sea; measuring in front along the Beach 

Road 731 feet wide; at back of Chuliah Campong and along Rochore river about 1,200 feet; In depth 

from Beach Road to Rochore river about 2,100 feet”.33  

                                                           
33

 Perkins, Kampong Glam: Spirit of a community, p. 12. 



 
 

 

 

Fig. 8. Original royal compound size (bounded in black) vs. existing royal sites today (marked red)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

However, most parts of this area were lost through a series of urban development initiatives 

throughout the years: (Fig. 9 – Fig.12) 

 

 

Fig 9. Royal Compound in 1822 

1. In 1822, the original sea frontage of the royal compound measured a total 475 metres. At 110 

metres offset on both lengths of the compound, a second fence demarcated an inner compound. 

The Istana, Gedung Kuning, the Old Malay Cemetery and the Sultan Mosque were within the inner 

boundary wall. 

 



 
 

 

Fig 10. Royal Compound in 1823 

2. In 1823, first reduction of the compound began. Its sea frontage was reduced to 223 metres as 

part of the Bugis Town allotment planning. 

 

 

 



 
 

 

Fig 11. Royal Compound in 1824 

3. In 1824, Victoria Street (formerly known as Rochore Road) was built through the compound, 

separating the Old Malay Cemetery from the Istana. The construction of North Bridge Road 

subsequently repeated this division and reduction. 

 



 
 

 

Fig. 12. Royal compound in 1830 

4. In 1830, a new “high wall with a large gateway over which stood watch towers” was constructed 

around the Istana. Sultan Mosque was excluded from the compound. In 1835, Gedung Kuning was 

built outside the boundary wall of the Istana. The Istana was exclusively fenced up. 

 

Today, the physical boundary of the royal compound is reduced to the immediate perimeter of the 

MHC, measuring an approximate area of 2 acres.34 Despite the continuous presence of the MHC, 

Gedung Kuning, the Old Malay Cemetery and the Sultan Mosque, these individual sites offer no clue 

of the possible relationships each of these locations might have had with the others in the past. 

Similar to an abandoned building, these sites alone cannot tell a story. Moreover, witnesses of past 

events, that is to say, narrators and past occupants of the sites, have long been absent.  In this 

instance, the residents of both the Istana and Gedung Kuning have been relocated to make way for 

the realization of the museum and the restaurant respectively. Generations of residents who have 
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been living and working in Kampong Glam were also resettled elsewhere in the 1980s to allow for a 

revamp of the area.35 Popular trades that were particular to Kampong Glam such as diamond and 

textile trading, gravestone carving, and food peddling were also lost. Replacing these residents and 

traders are currently shop owners selling tourist-oriented souvenirs and exoticized Arab and Malay 

cuisines. This change of occupancy prevents continuity of the site’s historical narrative. At the same 

time, it facilitates the easy insertion of a new, albeit fabricated, storyline.  

With the removal of its past occupants, and the division and destruction of the royal compound, the 

four leftover spaces are but remnants of a large missing whole. Yet they continue to be manipulated 

to assume a stage presence. Like an orchestrated spectacle, the MHC, Gedung Kuning, the Old Malay 

Cemetery and the Sultan Mosque are displayed on site with a particular message, filtering out other 

meanings and narratives that lie beyond their focus. Together, the four sites thus behave like a “city 

tableaux”, a visual performance that bears “little relationship to the overall compositional order of 

things”, desiring only to “please the admiring eyes”.36 With regard to such a mode of reconstruction, 

Neil Leach, an architect and theorist, argues that:  

Once a work becomes abstracted from its original context, once it is treated in another 

manner, it changes its meaning. For to decontextualize a work is effectively to desemanticize 

it, and, by extension, to recontextualize it is to invest it with another meaning.37  

Using Leach’s argument, the repackaging and “theming” of the four sites are thus seen to result in 

their eventual reduction into mute sites, in which they could speak nothing of their past. With this, 

the four sites ceased to act as containment for the collective memory of their past occupants. 

Instead, they have been transformed to be mere stages for events of the moment. 
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In fact, the four sites can be seen as sites of destruction as much as they are sold and celebrated as 

sites of memory. According to James E. Young, an academic specialising in Holocaust spaces and 

memorial history: 

By themselves, these remnants rise in a macabre dance of memorial ghosts. Armless sleeves, 

eyeless lenses, headless caps, footless shoes *…+. In great loose piles, the remnants remind 

us not of the lives once animating them so much as the brokenness of lives, now scattered in 

fragments. For when the memory of a people and its past are reduced to the ragged bits and 

pieces of their belongings, memory of life itself is lost.38  

The display of remnants of war articles, Young argues, accentuates death and destruction more than 

life itself. Likewise, the use of the four sites to present a royal image only serves to provide clues of 

Kampong Glam’s decline. Through the absence of past occupants and the missing gaps in the history 

of the site, visitors are increasingly made aware of the distance between the site’s past and the 

present, more so than the memory of the past itself.  

It is in the restored works of the MHC, the old furniture of past occupants in Gedung Kuning, the 

ruins of the Cemetery, and the recalling of its early history of Sultan Mosque that the loss of the 

royal space resonates more vividly than its presence.  
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CHAPTER 3: Celebration of decay 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ruined objects take on a meaningfulness or presence more 

compelling than the original; […] the ruins become the collective 

presence of the place and are read as signs to be plumbed for 

significance.  

They stand not as a specifiable meaning but as a landmark or sign in 

which life trembling in a scene appears petrified, spellbound. 

Through them, a setting speaks to people, haunts the imagination, 

whispers an audible lamentation, trembles in expectation.39 

– Kathleen Stewart  
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Secrets of the ruin  

Despite the continuous existence of the royal sites in Kampong Glam today, it is clear that the Malay 

Heritage Centre (MHC), Gedung Kuning, the Old Malay Cemetery and the Sultan Mosque are but no 

more than a series of ruins, that is, “the remains of something destroyed”.40  

Yet these ruins are more than just wasted leftover spaces from the past. While the four sites resist 

integration into a coherent master narrative, their continual presence also refuses closure, 

welcoming further exploration into their spaces. 

In The Aesthetics of Ruins, Robert Ginsberg, a scholarly author, puts forth several claims regarding 

the nature and evolution of the ruin:  

Firstly, that “the primary emotive provocation caused by the ruin is curiosity, the desire to know”.41 

Questions that the ruin commonly evokes include:  

Who built it?  

When? 

For what purpose?  

How did they do it?  

What happened here?  

Who destroyed it?  

Why?  

What is left of it?  

How did it function?  
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Where is the rest of it?  

What more can we find out about it?42  

The display of the ruin’s fragmented form thus not only suggests of its loss, but also hints of its 

former state of origin. This invites visitors of its space to embark on a journey to recover its lost 

pieces. By participating in the search for secrets  beyond the curious remains of the ruin, the visitors 

can then then begin to reclaim both the ruin and its past, thus liberating it from destruction.43 The 

mysteries resultant from the gaps and discontinuities of the ruin thus act as a strategic element that 

ensures its continual existence. 

Secondly, “while we are in the ruin, our mind constantly goes beyond the ruin, by tracing and 

applying a whole not immediately apparent”.44 While the space of the ruin might not allow the 

direct interaction of visitors through the act of inhabitation, it engages them by triggering their 

imagination. Tim Edensor, a social geographer and theorist, also adds that ruins “provide the 

opportunity to encounter difference” as, “there are no guides to direct performances and *…+ 

monitor the limits of appropriate enaction”.45 Navigation within the ruin can thus be argued to be 

unlike those in touristic space, as the former relies primarily on the visitor’s unique interaction with 

that space. In the ruin, the role of the visitors is to interpret its voids and to draw a relationship 

between the separate objects in that space. Consequently, the engagement of the visitors’ 

imagination with the fragments of the space makes the ruin come alive.  

Thirdly, it is proposed that “each ruin harbors a story”.46 It is important to note that the story of the 

ruin differs from the story of its original. The story of the ruin refers to the process and stages of its 

decay, and its eventual arrival to its present state. The story of the ruin is therefore a combination of 

all its various transformations. In the search for this totality, Dylan Trigg, a researcher, suggests that 
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“the ruin does not bring us back to a definite temporal point, nor to a fixed point in time. Instead, it 

suggests a limitless potential of temporal points, a union of different timescales”.47 The ruin is thus 

identified to possess an element of multiplicity in both space and time. To recognize the ruin as it is 

would also mean to acknowledge the metamorphosis that it has since undergone until its present 

state. By doing so, the ruin no longer serves only as a platform in the discovery of its original. Having 

a voice of its own, the ruin is redeemed and renewed.   

Resisting decay 

However, the discovery, navigation and narration of the ruins are not without challenges. If the ruin 

is concluded to possess no significant trait or defining theme to captivate the crowd, it is eradicated 

and forgotten. If, however, the ruin is seen fit to be a contemporary tourist designation, re-

contextualization and restoration works would usually ensue.  

Taking the forms of museums, memorials and monuments, these converted ruins have become sites 

for visitors to reimagine the past and engage in “history”. In this new context, the ruin is regarded as 

a symbol of nostalgia for things past and lost. Encoded with new meanings, the ruin is commodified 

and assumes the role of a touristic space. 

The consumption of the ruin is also realised in the form of “heritage”. According to Gregory 

Ashworth, an academic specialising in heritage and tourism studies, “heritage” is understood as “a 

contemporary created saleable experience, produced by the interpretation of history”.48 “Heritage” 

is thus argued to be embodied as part of the touristic space, where staging and performance are 

key. 
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Yet through the creation of touristic space, the essential character of the ruin risks destruction. 

Unlike the ruin, the touristic space seeks to narrate itself in an organized manner. Edensor argues 

that:  

*…+ to tell a coherent, seamless story about the way things were, heritage banishes 

ambiguity and the innumerable ways of interpreting the past to compile a series of potted 

stories and spatially regulated displays.49  

The performance of this over-simplified and regulated narrative is usually aided by a saturation of 

tourist information that accompanies the touristic space. In the museum space of the MHC, for 

example, exhibits narrating the building’s history conveniently exclude the story of how the royal 

family lost the Istana and became tenants of their own home.50 Visitors are also not informed that 

the creation of the museum is the reason for the eventual displacement of the Istana’s residents.51 

Instead, the museum’s past background as a royal palace is accepted and celebrated. 

The experiences generated by touristic spaces and ruins are also contradictory. While touristic space 

relies on the “sensual apprehension of space” via “obvious spectacles around”, the ruin replaces it 

by offering a “multi-sensual encounter” with its “scenes of disorder, the uncanny relationships 

between things, and the weird positioning of objects”.52 The experience of the tourist space is 

choreographed, while that of the ruin is organic.  
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Death of the ruin 

Tension within the space thus results when the ruin is forced to perform as a touristic space. In an 

analogy by Midas Dekkers, a biologist specialising in decay, the effects of altering the ruin are 

described as such: 

Nuts and bolts are collected as if they were evidence for a murder trial and then polished to 

become pieces de resistance in those mausoleums known as railway museums. There the 

locomotives stand, as inauthentic as can be, too new to be old, yet too old to be new –

sterilized, social misfits.53 

The altered ruin becomes a foreign object in time, distorted and reassembled at will to fit into the 

themed narrative that the tourist space offers. The ruin as a tourist space is now caught in a 

“struggle between appearance and disappearance”, with its state of decay being allowed only to 

exist in a fixed state, not more.54 The ruin has thus been displaced – both from the past and the 

present.  

The perpetual delay of decay, when paired with the constructed narrative presented by the touristic 

space, also blurs the distinction between the illusory and the real. The visitor’s interpretation of the 

ruin is now controlled by the touristic guides in this space. This is illustrated by Young’s encounter 

with the displayed articles at Auschwitz’s Nazi death camp-turned-museum: 

Crumbling crematoria and barracks invite visitors to mistake remnants of the past for events 

themselves, physical evidence of almost any accompanying explanations. If *…+ it is engraved 

in stone that “four million people suffered and died here,” then this is what the ruins tend to 

corroborate. *…+ these memorial sites seem not merely to gesture toward past events but 
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also now suggest themselves as fragments of events, inviting us to mistake the debris of 

history for history itself.55 

The brochures, information boards, guided tours and other information sources provided by the 

touristic space perform as” answers” that complete the missing  gaps of the ruin. A 

misrepresentation and distortion of the past thus results.   

 

It is clear that in the transformation of the ruin into a tourist space, the ruin is essentially still 

considered a shadow of the past, a broken fragment, or a reminder of a loss. Going back to 

Ginsberg’s claims, the touristic ruin can no longer elicit curiosity from its visitors, no longer appear as 

a separate object with missing gaps, and is no longer recognized for its own value as a ruin. The self-

presentation of the touristic ruin is now often accompanied with answers, which strive to remove all 

ambiguity about its past. It contains ordered routes and a surplus of information to aid the visitor’s 

ease of navigation in space. It is also sustained only by the mere desire to relive the experiences of 

the idealized or fantasized ‘original’. Its decay is deemed beautiful only because it traces the image 

of its original. As such, the ruin cannot be resurrected, the ruin does not come alive, and contrary to 

the touted touristic versions, the ruin is neither redeemable nor renewable.  
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Chapter 4: The Missing Fragments 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What if I tried to arrest the progress of truth claims…  

What if in the place… there was only the anecdote, the fragment –

insufficient and unfinished?56 

- Kathleen Stewart 
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Anecdotes and the Excess 

To understand the ruin beyond its touristic façade, the visitor needs to first question the information 

presented and to explore the multiplicities hinted by the decaying remnants. But where does the 

search amongst the ruin begin? How can one unearth the secrets of the ruin and discover its stories, 

when what remains of it is largely broken, mute and incomplete?  

For this, some clues are offered by Tim Edensor:  

The disparate fragments, *…+ inferred meanings, uncanny impressions and peculiar 

atmospheres cannot be woven into an eloquent narrative. Rather like the nature of a ruin, 

the stories about it must similarly be constituted out of a jumble of disconnected things, 

occurrences and sensations. …As an encapsulated narrative, the telling of the ruin’s tale 

from the beginning to end is impossible, for such a story must be open-ended. Suggestions 

about people, their characteristics and the activities they carried out are multiple yet 

obscure, but despite this, this enigmatic traces that remain, their ghostly presences, invite us 

to fill in the blanks.57 

The secrets and stories of the ruin are perhaps then found not only in the space of the ruin itself, but 

are scattered amongst other ‘ghosts’ related to its past. Past occupants of the ruin and their stories 

of the space, together with untold events, whether spectacular or mundane, are thus all part of the 

ruin’s fragments. This sentiment is also echoed by Melanie Van Der Hoorn, a cultural anthropologist 

and architecture researcher: 
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When a three-dimensional object cannot be owned physically, then stories, anecdotes and 

reflections about the remains can be a means to take possession of it and of the history it 

embodies in a more symbolic way.58   

Anecdotes, consisting of hidden past and erased memories, are thus crucial elements to the ruin 

space. 

“Anecdote” is defined as “a usually short narrative of an interesting, amusing, or biographical 

incident “.59 It is derived from the Greek word “anekdota”, usually referred to as “Secret History”, 

and etymologically means “that which is ‘unpublished’’.60 Understanding a space via its anecdotes 

would thus mean to explore for possibilities beyond its master narrative.  

In the book Anecdotal Theory, Jane Gallop, a feminist literary critic, concludes that the anecdote 

provides a “constellation of excess, opening, and access to the real”.61 Stewart explains that with 

anecdotes, “the past is never quite past but reverberates in the present, and ‘things’ are never quite 

set and contained but reverberate and echo in signs and excess significations”.62 Joel Fineman, a 

literary critic, further adds that the anecdote “introduces an opening” and provides a “timeless 

narration of beginning, middle, and end”.63  

The anecdote disrupts the linear process of story-telling of a space, revealing instead a myriad of 

narratives existing anywhere between the past and present.  The anecdote is thus a tool offering 

multiple accesses to the narratives of a space. As opposed to the tourist space with its stereotypes 

and master narrative, the space navigated via the use of anecdotes is filled with an excess of 

meaning and imagination. 
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The idea of anecdote as being excessive is especially crucial in the spaces of the ruin. According to 

Edensor, “there is an excess of meaning in the remains: a plenitude of fragmented stories, elisions, 

fantasies, inexplicable objects and possible events which present a history that can begin and end 

anywhere and refuses the master narratives of history”.64 The excessive trait of the anecdote is thus 

complementary to the character of the ruin. While the anecdotes are likened to an excess of stories 

seeking a space in time, the ruin is likened to a landscape of excess in search of missing narratives.  

Anecdotes are thus seen as removed fragments that continue to exist as clues aiding in the discovery 

of the ruin’s narrative. While the ruin itself might be lacking the ability to self-narrate, with the help 

of the populace’s voice that has seen through its decay, the identity of the ruin could be retraced.  

 

Thus, with the help of the anecdotes, the ruin spaces of the Malay Heritage Centre (MHC), Gedung 

Kuning, the Old Malay Cemetery and the Sultan Mosque warrant revisitation. It is hoped that a 

dialogue between visitors and remnants of the ruin can now be created. 
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The ‘Sacred’ Refuge with a Gambling Den 

Soon after restoration works for the MHC (formerly Istana Kampong Glam (IKG)) begun, an 

archaeological excavation within its ground was conducted by the Southeast-Asian Archaeology 

team.65 Curiously, rifles and everyday items such as “locally made Malay earthenware; European 

transfer print ceramic and modern porcelain wares; local and imported glassware; Chinese exported 

and locally made porcelain and stoneware; Japanese ceramic ware” were discovered from the dig.66 

Two rifles and some of the pottery found now form part of the display collection of the museum.67 

Using these objects as clues, the search for the ruin’s story begins.  

Investigation of the rifles’ origin suggests that the Istana once acted as hiding ground for British 

soldiers during the Japanese Occupation period. In a conversation with Imran bin Tajudeen, an 

academic specializing in Southeast Asian, he shared that “the British soldiers probably hid inside the 

Istana to avoid capture by the Japanese… they buried their weapons, don civilians clothing and lived 

within the compound…”68 Likewise, with the discovery of the everyday items, the Istana’s former 

role as a refuge for the Kampong Glam community is revealed. According to Tengku Sri Indra, the 

sixth direct descendant of Sultan Hussein, the Istana grounds once accommodated additional houses 

set up by non-royal families.69 He further traced this incident back to the Japanese Occupation in 

1942 to 1945, when the Istana was treated as a “sacred” ground by the Japanese:  
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*…+ because the Japanese had their own emperor, *…+ they respected the Sultan for his 

status. The Japanese even put up a large sign on the Istana’s gate… it said something in the 

line of ‘this house is not to be disturbed’.70   

This grant of immunity, Tengku Sri Indra believes, resulted in the eventual sharing of the Istana’s 

ground. The presence of these dwellings is also described in the book Gedung Kuning: Memories of a 

Malay childhood by Hidayah Amin, a former resident of Gedung Kuning: 

*…+ there were a number of other little houses which had sprouted on the Istana grounds. 

*…+ subsequently I found out the people living in these haphazardly-built dwellings were not 

actually related to the Sultan’s family. They were orang tepi (side people) who used to be 

‘servants’ at the command of the royals’. These non-royals were only lodgers, who lived 

there at the charity of the royals who occupied the main Istana, and they did not pay a single 

cent of rent.71  

The rifles and everyday items found are thus seen as evidences for these events.  

A life-size wooden boat model is also currently exhibited in the corner of the garden fronting the 

MHC. (Fig. 13) This boat exhibit, as with similar others displayed within the building, is used by the 

museum to narrate to visitors of the maritime link that the Malays of Kampong Glam has.72 
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Fig. 13 The boat model 

Ironically, while the maritime link is now celebrated in the MHC space, it is the seafaring traders and 

merchants that once contributed to the Istana’s decline. As Tengku Sri Indra recalled: 

[T]he garden *…+ of the Istana was used by the traders and merchants coming by sea. Not far 

from the Istana is Beach Road, and directly beyond that was once the sea. These traders 

would come to the Istana and asked for permission to dry their canvas sails. This requires 

the use of chemicals which kill the grass. Eventually the green patch of grass was replaced by 

brown dry soil. Some merchants also used to set up their warehouses within the Istana’s 

ground. They will negotiate a rental price to place their excess goods within the Istana as it 

was convenient.73 
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Perhaps it is the loss of the garden’s visual aesthetic, combined with the unregulated access and use 

of the Istana’s ground that caused its eventual decay. In early 1960s, the Istana was reduced to 

become a supporting facility for Sultan Mosque when its “garden” was used as free carpark by 

visitors of the mosque.74 Today, carefully planted shrubberies and flowers adorn the exact site. In 

the centre of this restored garden now lies a circular marble fountain which occasionally doubles as 

stage for cultural performances held by the museum.75 

Incidentally, the location that the boat model stands on also holds a story. In its place, a recreational 

sports facility, known as the Kota Raja Club (KRC or King’s enclave Club) once exists. According to an 

online tourist guide, the KRC is believed to be the “first Malay sports club”, founded by one of the 

Sultan’s descendants who is “a sports enthusiast”.76 Initially, the club served as host for sepak 

takraw (kick volleyball) players and officials to gather and standardize game rules.77 Gradually, 

however, the KRC mutated into a den of vice. Tengku Sri Indra recalled:  

[T]he KRC set up inside the boundary *…+ served as a meeting point for players back then. 

*…+ They would occasionally gather here before playing in the nearby field. But over time 

this place soon became a gambling den. *…+ I suppose this came about due to the betting of 

matches.78 
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The transformation of the club inevitably influences public’s perception of the Istana and its 

residents. In her book, Amin noted that “the clinking of bottles, the loud din and what even sounded 

like people brawling” could be heard, and that as a child, she was warned “never to go to the Istana 

grounds alone” and was prohibited from mingling with the “Istana people” by her grandmother.79 

Through these stories, a different context of the Istana is imagined. In this process of discovery via 

the anecdotes and fragments found on site, the identity of the MHC as merely a former royal 

residence is also challenged. To recognize the MHC as only a palace-turned-museum would thus 

mean the erasure of its past as a hiding ground, a “sacred” refuge, a warehouse, a public carpark and 

a gambling den, amongst many others. 
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Black Magic and the Supernatural 

 

Fig.14. The objects of Gedung Kuning 

In the entrance corridor of Tepak SIreh Restaurant, a plaque acknowledges the building as Gedung 

Kuning and former home to the Haji Yusoff family. In addition, curated photographs and furniture 

once belonging to the family are displayed. (Fig. 14) These objects provide visitors with starting clues 

in the navigation of the space. 

Through the photographs, nameless members of the family are recalled to the site – an old lady in 

printed Malay dress stands in the garden, a bride in an elaborate costume stands in a room, a 

wedding procession enters the gate of Gedung Kuning and a large extended group of the family 

poses in front of the house itself, perhaps to commemorate a special occasion. Individual chairs, 

cabinets and tables found scattered around the house are also accompanied with the label: Donated 

by the Haji Yusoff bin Haji Mohammed Noor, reminding visitors of the family’s ghostly presence.  



 
 

Together, these objects are used to evoke a sense of nostalgia and thus appeal to the touristic 

crowd. The objects assume the role of historical “artefacts”, standing as museum pieces on site, and 

are manipulated to highlight the house-turned-restaurant theme of the space. New dining furniture 

used is uncannily similar to the old donated one, giving visitors an illusion of an authentic setting 

created out of a successfully restored space. Non-dining spaces of the building can also be accessed 

by diners and the public via a guided walk by the restaurant’s staff. These curated spaces of the 

restaurant are today touted as “a colourful reminder of the rich history and culture of Malay 

civilization”.80  

However, the “homely” atmosphere of Gedung Kuning that the restaurant seeks to recreate is not a 

wholly accurate reflection of the house. Aside from its identity as a Malay home, Gedung Kuning was 

also known to be associated with stories of black magic, curses and the supernatural surrounding it. 

Amin, member of the Haji Yusoff family, admitted in her book that rumours and gossips regarding 

the haunted nature of the house were “not uncommon”.81 She recalled some of the tales commonly 

heard: 

Haji Yusoff keeps a ghost! That’s why he’s very rich… 

He goes to Tanah Jawa [a Javanese island] to get hantu [a spirit or ghost] and pelaris [a 

talisman believed to have magical power of enticing customers]! 

Yes, he keeps the hantu in a locked room in Gedung Kuning.  

No one, not even his own children, was allowed to enter that room!82  

The haunted perception of the house was also shared by members of the public, who claims that 

Haji Yusoff’s involvement with “black magic” as its cause:  

*…+ Haji Yusoff *…+ had gone to Bogor to visit an Orang Ilmu (Medicine Man) to ask him to 

prescribe a ‘magical formula’ so that his business would thrive. As a perjanjian (promise or 
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condition), Haji Yusoff was asked to sembelih (slaughter) goats [in] no specific amount every 

year. *…+ Haji Yusoff carried out this perjanjian until the Japanese Occupation when there 

was a shortage of goats. *…+ As a result (or so it is believed), a few of his children went 

missing while some become ‘mad’.83 

As the practice of “black magic” is considered taboo by Muslims, the house and its residents 

inevitably became a target of criticism by the Kampong Glam community.84 The negativity associated 

with the house can also be traced back to its earlier days. Tengku Sri Indra revealed that the house 

was once considered “bad luck”. Prior to Haji Yusoff’s possession of Gedung Kuning, a death was 

believed to have occurred in the house.85 Out of superstition, the Chinese avoided occupying the 

space. The Japanese were also known to have discontinued their use of the house after mysterious 

complaints of sleeplessness:  

*…+ one day during the Occupation, the Japanese Second Governor came to Haji Yusoff and 

told him that he wanted Gedung Kuning for himself, ordering Haji Yusoff and his family to 

vacate the house forthwith *…+ However, a week later, the Governor returned Gedung 

Kuning to Haji Yusoff and his family complaining of sleepless nights.86 

Although none of these stories has ever been verified, stories linking the house to supernatural 

events continue to persist. A wafak (something used for religious or ritual purposes) in the form of 

“secret scrolls” is also said to be “hidden high up in the ceiling of Gedung Kuning”.87 The wafak is 

believed to be capable of warding off thieves. Two stories of failed robberies credited to the effects 

of the wafak are told as such: 

Once inside, the bomoh (part shaman, part medicine man) stole clothes, jewellery and 

money. However, when he came to making his escape, he could not locate the doors. The 
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bomoh panicked… In confusion, he jumped from the window on the second floor… fell and 

broke his leg…88  

 … one evening in 1970, Hajah Aisah ‘found’ a Chinese man shivering and looking 

dumbfounded under the jambu tree in Gedung Kuning, his bag of stolen money and 

jewellery beside him… The thief later confessed that he had broken into the mansion. He 

said a ‘tall, big man’ spotted him and chased him all around Gedung Kuning. He tried to 

escape but he could not locate the doors. He was scared of this ‘man’ and stayed under the 

tree, praying hard that someone else would rescue him.89 

 

Fig.15. The mango tree 

However, the Gedung Kuning was also known fondly by members of the Haji Yusoff family as a 

private residence where celebrations, growth and even deaths are remembered. The mango tree 
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found beside the entrance lobby of Tepak Sireh Restaurant is a reminder of such a past. (Fig. 15) Its 

history is told by Amin: 

To commemorate my birth, Nenek [an intimate Malay term for grandmother] planted a 

mango seed in the garden of Gedung Kuning. This seed grew into a tree that bore sweet 

mangoes that were shared with friends and neighbours. *…+ Even though I no longer live in 

Gedung Kuning, *…+ my mango tree stands strong and firm, a symbol of undying loyalty to 

my birth soil.90 

Through the presence of the mango tree, Gedung Kuning is thus regarded as a birthplace and a lost 

home.  

With the assumption of Gedung Kuning as a haunted house and a private residence, the initial royal 

grandeur of Gedung Kuning has certainly been removed. Yet during renovation works, the boundary 

wall that previously separated the MHC from Gedung Kuning was torn down. It was perhaps hoped 

that Gedung Kuning could be restored as an extension of the MHC, to remind visitors of its beginning 

as former residence of Tengku Mahmud, grandson of Sultan Hussein.  

Today, joyous affairs such as weddings, birthdays and Malay festivities are occasionally held on 

site.91 It is ironic how a house that was once considered to bring “bad luck” and was subjected to 

rumours of its haunted nature is now almost synonymous to a place of celebration. The desire to 

reinstall the house to its former glory has led to the erasure of its “darker” past.  
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A Home above the tombs 

Unlike the restored MHC and Gedung Kuning, the Old Malay Cemetery has fallen into a dilapidated 

state. Its stone walls are discoloured and covered with moss, wild plants are growing in the crevices 

of its steps and fallen dried leaves are collected on its ground. Covered by large trees and dense 

vegetation, the cemetery is also rendered hidden from plain sight.  

Yet aside from these ravages of nature, the cemetery remains undisturbed and is left to its own 

evolution. It is told simply as a former royal burial ground and is thus allowed to behave like a ruin 

open for interaction. The anecdotes that accompany the site are therefore a result of its visitors’ 

imagination evoked by its physical fragments. 

To begin, the cemetery’s weathered state has made it subject of ghost stories amongst the public. 

Rumours of ghost sightings and warnings of its “spooky” aura are commonly found online, with one 

source even naming it as “one of the scariest place in Singapore”.92 The tour “Of Bomohs & 

Pontianaks™ A Kampong Glam Evening Walk” even suggested the presence of Pontianak (a figure of 

the Malay folklore referring to a female vampire or the ghost of a woman who has died in childbirth) 

lingering in the cemetery ground.93 However, the cemetery’s perceived hauntedness was absent in 

the past. Khir Johari, past resident of Gedung Kuning, recounted playing near the cemetery grounds 

with his friends when he was young.94 He reasoned that in the past, the cemetery’s atmosphere was 

livelier as it was surrounded by the royal garden where fruits and vegetables were grown.95 He also 

shared that cemetery is not a place to be feared of as the Malays believe in “embracing death” as 
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part of life.96 Yet the cemetery’s ghostly links continue to deter the public from accessing the site 

today. 

 

Fig. 16. Curious items found in the cemetery ground 

 

The lack of visitors is also inferred to contribute to the setting up of what seemed like a temporary 

home within the cemetery ground. Upon exploring the site, neatly arranged brooms, umbrellas, 

newspapers, clothes hangers, cardboard boxes were found in the corner of the cemetery’s 

compound.(Fig. 16) From past site visits, a plastic bag containing empty food boxes and clothing 

articles was observed to be regularly shifted about the site, indicative of recent occupancy. While 

the occupant of the space was never personally sighted, an encounter with the mysterious man was 

briefly mentioned by one visitor online: 

                                                           
96

 From ‘Kampong Glam Walking tour’. Refer to Appendix, p. 63. 



 
 

*…+ we all try to ignore the shirtless man whose lodgings we seem to have entered. He is 

praying, joss sticks in hand, and then is on his way.97 

Aside from these items, two black garbage bags full of litter were also located on site. Like fragments 

of a ruin, this discovery could be interpreted differently. It can be argued that these bags are either 

refuse generated by the mysterious occupant or litter collected and cleaned up by him. The 

cemetery can therefore be interpreted as a neglected dumping ground or as a home for the 

mysterious man.  

In the spaces of the cemetery, more stories are also revealed. Where the royal tombstones now lay, 

black coloured sand covers the ground. The black sand, according to Khir, serves as reminder of a 

past where the Istana was once physically linked to the cemetery.98 In the past, he shared that the 

black sand extends beyond the cemetery ground and covers the trail linking the two spaces. It was 

the construction of North Bridge Road in 1824 that caused the separation of the cemetery from the 

Istana. The black sand route can no longer be traced on site today. In its place, shophouses, hotels, 

the North Bridge Road and an unused field exist.   

Despite the discontinuous use of the cemetery, signs of maintenance of the various tombs are seen. 

New cloths of green, white and yellow are draped over the individual tombstones, while two of the 

largest tombs on site are repainted. The royal hierarchy is reinstalled once more in the markings of 

the colour codes, with tombstones of the royal family marked in yellow, and their relatives’ marked 

in white. New memorial plaques are also placed on some of the tombs.99 The cemetery thus not only 

accommodates the continuation of the past, it also allows for the active interaction of visitors today. 
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In its space, stories are allowed to collide and even contradict with each other. The evolution of the 

cemetery is gradually being shaped by the experiences of visitors. Together with fragments of the 

site and the anecdotes, the site constantly renews and redefines itself beyond its initial intended use 

as a royal burial ground. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

An Empty Mosque 

In the case of Sultan Mosque, the only fragment that can be used in the discovery of its past is the 

hidden tomb of Sultan Ali, grandson of Sultan Hussein. 

 

Fig. 17 Original tomb (above), current tomb (below)  

From a photograph taken in 1942, it can be seen that the tomb originally included an elaborate 

stone structure as its shelter, a reflection of its royal status. (Fig. 17) At that time, the tomb was 

located near the entrance of the original Sultan Mosque, visible to all visitors of the site. When the 



 
 

mosque was later rebuilt, the location of the tomb was retained and the new mosque was designed 

around it. The current tomb, however, consists merely of wooden tent draped with a large yellow 

cloth as its roof. (Fig. 17) The tomb is also currently located in the basement of the mosque, and 

visitors’ access to the space is given only through the approval of the mosque’s office. No obvious 

indication of the tomb’s presence is also found in the spaces of the mosque, other than the word 

“makam” (mausoleum) labelled at the top of the tomb’s entrance door. (Fig.18) The entrance to the 

tomb can be seen from the west façade of the mosque facing North Bridge Road.100  

 

Fig.18 Entrance to the mausoleum 
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Upon further investigation, it was also discovered that the tomb contains three other royal members 

other than Sultan Ali himself. One of it is alleged to belong to Tengku Alam, the eldest son of Sultan 

Ali.101 While the identity of the remaining two is unknown, it is believed that they, too, are members 

of the royal family related to Sultan Ali.102 In a conversation with a senior security guard of the MHC 

he shared that there are stories suggesting that some of the royal family prefer to have their body 

buried near the Istana, thus the presence of the tomb in Sultan Mosque. Zul, the receptionist of 

Sultan Mosque also claimed that the tomb area is regularly cleaned on a weekly basis.103  

The tomb can therefore be argued to have been reduced from its original state, with its physical 

elements altered and its context changed. It is also ironic that as a national monument, conservation 

of the living historical artefact of the tomb within its space is poorly executed.  

Instead, the monumentalisation of the mosque has resulted in the creation of regulated and 

touristic spaces. The mosque is today visited by worshippers, school children and tourists. Daily 

guided tours are offered by the mosque, while information tourist booklets and an instruction 

explaining to visitors the dos and don’ts are displayed at its entrance. To ensure the appropriate 

dressing of all visitors, a rack of robes is also prepared at the entrance of the mosque. It is also not 

just the behaviour of visitors who are monitored and controlled in the mosque. In the corridors 

lining the perimeter of the main prayer hall, signs dictating the proper conduct of worshippers are 

seen. (Fig. 19) 

                                                           
101

 Tan, ‘Sultan Mosque’, accessed on 18 June 2011. 
102

 Conversation with a senior security guard of Malay Heritage Centre, 11 September 2011. 
103

 Conversation with receptionist of Sultan Mosque, 11 September 2011. 



 
 

 

Fig 19. Signs put up in the corridors of Sultan Mosque. 

(Above): “No sleeping is allowed here” 

(Below): “No gossiping is allowed in the mosque” 

 

It is in this corridor too that the infiltration of touristic activities is observed to occur. Visitors of the 

mosque trace the length of the corridor, aiming their cameras towards the praying worshippers 

inside the hall.  



 
 

The monumentalised Sultan Mosque is also a symbol and an icon. It is the picture perfect postcard 

view for tourists visiting Kampong Glam. During Hari Raya, the day where Muslims celebrate the end 

of their fasting month, Malay families decked in traditional costumes are also seen taking pictures of 

themselves, with Sultan Mosque as its background.  

Comparing with the MHC, Gedung Kuning and the Old Malay Cemetery, the Sultan Mosque presents 

itself the least like a ruin. The imagination of the visitors are replaced instead with repetitive, 

unquestioning information. As a place where the touristic master narrative holds a complete control, 

the mosque has ceased becoming a ruin.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

Chapter 5: Stories in space 

Through the introduction of stories gathered from encounters and discoveries triggered by 

fragments of the ruins, a different understanding of the Malay Heritage (MHC), Gedung Kuning, the 

Old Malay Cemetery and the Sultan Mosque can thus be gained.  

The research has revealed the four sites to be more than just royal grounds of Kampong Glam. By 

themselves, each of the spaces suggests a separate identity different from what is given by the 

master touristic narrative. The MHC is at once a royal residence, a hiding ground, a “sacred” refuge, 

a warehouse, a public carpark and a gambling den. The Gedung Kuning is a restaurant, a private 

home, a birthplace and a haunted house. The Old Malay Cemetery is a royal burial ground, a 

haunted graveyard and a home for the living. The Sultan Mosque is a place of worship, a royal burial 

ground and an icon. By resisting the singular identity of the master narrative and by assuming 

multiple forms, the four sites are allowed to house the memories that were previously absent and 

repressed.  

The research is thus an argument against the fixation of a singular meaning and search for a perfect 

simplified spatial representation. Instead, it proposes that an interpretative and open mode of 

navigation within these spaces could be adopted through the use of anecdotes. 

The disordered and inconclusive nature of anecdotes ultimately invites questions rather than 

answers from visitors. By presenting themselves in fragments, these stories also aim not to reassure 

and clarify, but trouble visitors with past recollections. The significance of stories in space lie, as 

cultural theorist Michel De Certeau argues, in: 

Memories tie us to that place… It’s personal, not interesting to anyone else, but after all 

that’s what gives *…+ its character. There is no place that is not haunted by many different 



 
 

spirits hidden there in silence, spirits one can “invoke” or not. Haunted places are the only 

ones people can live in…104 

 

--- 
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GLOSSARY:   

Malay    English 

Bomoh    Part shaman, part medicine man 

Gedung Kuning   (name) Yellow Mansion 

Gelam (tree) A variety of eucalyptus. Botanically known as Malaleuca 

leucadendron (from the Greek word melas meaning black and 

leukos, white, from the colours of its bark)105 

Hantu A spirit or ghost 

Hari Raya A day where Muslims celebrate the end of their fasting month 

Istana Kampong Glam  (name) Kampong Glam’s Palace 

Istana    Palace 

Jalan Kubor   (name) Graveyard Road 

Kampung   Village 

Kota Raja Club   (name) King’s Enclave Club 

Kueh-kueh   Traditional Malay cakes 

Pelaris A talisman believed to have magical power of enticing customers 

Pondok Jawa   (name) Javanese hut 

Pontianak A figure of the Malay folklore referring to a female vampire or the  

ghost of a woman who has died in childbirth 

Rumah Bendahara  (name) Chief Minister’s Residence 

Satay    Dish of marinated, skewered and grilled meat, served with a sauce 

Sepak Takraw   Kick volleyball 

Taman Warisan Melayu  (name) Malay Heritage Centre 

Tanah Jawa (name) A Javanese island 

Tepak Sireh Restoran  (name) Tepak Sireh Restaurant (Tepak Sireh refers to betel leaf 

container) 

Wafak Something used for religious or ritual purposes 
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APPENDIX 1 

1. Interview of Tengku Sri Indra, conducted on 9 June 2011 
 
Tengku Sri Indra (TSI) : 6th descendant of Sultan Hussein Shah 
Evy Sutjahjo        (ES) : author 
 
TSI:  Before we begin, it would be good for me to give you a brief background of Singapore. What 
do you know about the history of Singapore, and about the British and the Sultan (King)? 

ES:   What I heard is that some native tribes were settling here. When Raffles came, he 

cannot rule the country for he was a foreigner and so he brought the Sultan of Johor 

(Hussein) to Singapore and made him the ruler. He then set up the East India Company. 

Later, in exchange for some of the Sultan’s power he allowed Sultan Hussein to set up a 

palace for himself. Sultan Hussein then set up Sultan Mosque near this home and everything 

starts developing from there…? 

TSI: Well… it’s not really accurate. What really happened is that before the British came, 

Singapore, Johor and Riau were part of one empire. The seat of the government was in Riau, so Riau 

was actually controlling Singapore and Johor. 

It is also not true that there were just natives and fishermen settling in Singapore. Singapore was a 

thriving port then. That’s why when the British came and they saw this, it attracted them here. The 

British had been trading from Europe to Malaysia, and they were already in control of Penang and 

Malacca. They wanted Singapore so that they could gain control of the Straits passageway. The 

British was also in rivalry with the Dutch, and both of them wanted control of the spice trade. The 

British and the Dutch then signed a treaty, in which they drew a line to mark their boundary of their 

territories. Anything 50miles South of Singapore belongs to the Dutch, while anything 50miles North 

of Singapore belongs to the British.  

So what happened is just before the treaty, the British realised that they needed Singapore. But they 

could not take Singapore as the Dutch was strong in Johor. The Dutch recognized Rahman, who was 

Sultan Hussein’s younger brother. When Hussein went to Pahang to attend a funeral, the Dutch 

recognized Rahman as the ruler of Johor. When Hussein came back, he had already lost his power to 

Rahman. The British then took this chance to recognized Sultan Hussein as the ruler of Singapore. 

Hussein thus became ruler/ Sultan of Singapore in 1819. The British then told Hussein that they were 

here to trade, and Sultan Hussein consented to it.  

The British then built the Istana/palace for Sultan Hussein… 

ES:   So it was the British that built the first Istana Kampong Glam? 

TSI:  Yes, yes, it was the British that built it for him. But Sultan Hussein later commissioned the 

building of the Sultan Mosque, which was later on rebuilt to what it is today. Before that, the Sultan 

Mosque was a much smaller structure. And the Gedung Kuning (Yellow Mansion) was actually built 

as residence for the Temenggong (Prime Minister) of Johor, who was also the brother of Sultan 

Hussein. 



 
 

ES:  So that explains why the house was known as Rumah Bendahara (Prime Minister’s 

house), even though there was no Temenggong in Singapore then.  

TSI:  Yes. It was the Temenggong of Johor. But whether the Temenggong stayed there for a short 

period of time or not, I’m not sure. But he did stay there. 

ES: Hidayah Amin also states in her book that the Gedung Kuning was built by Sultan 

Hussein’s son, Sultan Ali. (Note: Hidayah Amin was an occupant of Gedung Kuning, and is 

author of Gedung Kuning: Memoirs of a Malay Childhood) 

TSI: Yes. Hidayah’s family has no relation to the Sultan at all. Her great grandfather was a 

merchant, and he bought the house from a Chinese family. As you know, the Chinese believes in the 

superstition that it is bad luck to stay in a house where someone died in it before. So they moved out 

after someone in their family died there. No other Chinese would take the house for this same 

reason. 

ES:  Do you know why the royal family decided to sell Gedung Kuning away? 

TSI: I’m not sure exactly, but I would suppose back in the 1930 money would be an issue… 

especially with the Great Depression. Gedung Kuning has long become a private property ever since 

it was sold by the royal family. It was only until recently, where it was converted to a state land 

together with the Istana. 

 ES: So would it be safe to say that Gedung Kuning’s link to the royal family was long 

lost? 

TSI: I would suppose so. The royal family have nothing to do with the house ever since it was 

sold. Residents of the Istana and Gedung Kuning have close relationships, that’s all. Nothing more 

than that. And that perhaps that Gedung Kuning and the Istana were both painted yellow. 

ES: The Istana used to be yellow in colour too? 

TSI:  Yes. It was only after the government took over that they painted the Istana white. 

Otherwise they were both similar in colour.  

TSI:  Although technically the Istana Kampong Glam still belongs to the members of the royal 

family. The Singapore Government have the list of names of this royal lineage… and if the Sultanate 

system was still in place, I would be the Sultan of Singapore today. But it is no longer in use… and 

unfortunately not many people know about this. It is now history. 

ES: I see. So do you know how does this Sultanate system cease to function? And as you 

said, very little people today know about this part of Singapore’s history. It just 

disappeared... or even forgotten. 

TSI: In 1965, after the reign of Sultan Ali, the British somehow manipulated the system and took 

away the ‘Sultan’ title. So the Tengku (Prince) title replaces it.  

The land that belonged to the Sultan was also much larger than it was today. It stretches from 

present-day Bras Basah Road, where Raffles Hotel now stands, to SMU in Queens Street, to Golden 



 
 

Mile Complex on Beach Road, and to the cemetery across Rochor Road.  So if you imagine, it was 

once a large rectangular area. But this was also soon lost as there were a lot of squabbles within the 

royal family… and the British took advantage of this.  

What led to the decay of the Istana was the Japanese Occupation. During the Japanese Occupation, 

a lot of residents in Kampong Glam found refuge in the Istana. This is because the Japanese had their 

own emperor, and they respected the Sultan for his status. The Japanese even put up a large sign on 

the Istana’s gate… it said something in the line of ‘this house is not to be disturbed’. So people 

moved in! By this I mean the commoners living in Kampong Glam… The Istana became a temporary 

home for these people. But the thing is, even after the Japanese Occupation was over, these 

residents continue to stay in the Istana.  

ES:  Which part of the Istana did these people stay at exactly? Was it in the mansion itself? 

TSI:  No, they stayed within the walls of the Istana, but outside the mansion. They built their own 

houses at the inner perimeter near the walls. They stayed there without paying rent too, because 

the land belongs to the Sultan and the government could not do anything about it. The Japanese 

Occupation also lasted for three and a half years, so they became used to staying there. But none of 

them are related to the royal family. Some of them inter-married... but this is rare.  

In my case, my grandmother was a commoner who lived in one of these houses within the Istana 

wall. My grandfather, on the other hand, was a royal descendant. My mother was the first wife so 

that was how I became part of the royal family in the end.  

ES: Was there anything else that happened within the Istana walls? 

TSI: Yes. There was also the Kota Raja Club (KRC) set up inside the boundary. It served as a 

meeting point for players back then. Soccer or some sort. They would occasionally gather here 

before playing in the nearby field. But over time this place soon became a gambling den. 

ES:  A gambling den within the Istana? Why was this allowed? 

TSI: Yes, unfortunately. I suppose this came about due to the betting of matches, but later 

turned into much more. This was quite a major gambling den… and my uncle actually was put in 

charge of the place at one point of time. I never agreed to the gambling, but when I grew up it was 

getting already out of hand.  

ES:  When was this gambling den shut down then? How did it disappear? 

TSI: When the government took over the Istana land. 

TSI:  Beside the KRC, the garden or courtyard that was in front of the Istana was used by the 

traders and merchants coming by sea. Not far from the Istana is Beach Road, and directly beyond 

that was once the sea. These traders would come to the Istana and asked for permission to dry their 

canvas sails. This requires the use of chemicals which kill the grass. Eventually the green patch of 

grass was replaced by brown dry soil. Some merchants also used to set up their warehouses within 

the Istana’s ground. They will negotiate a rental price to place their excess goods within the Istana as 

it was convenient. 



 
 

Yet worse still, in the 60’s, people who wanted to go to Sultan Mosque would park their cars in the 

Istana ground. So it became free parking space. The place really degenerated as a result.  

ES: Why didn’t the royal family do something to regulate this ‘vandalism’ then? 

TSI:  I think it’s complicated. The other residents said that they have a right to stay there… and I 

guess they were also too polite to each other to do anything about it.  

ES: So would you say that the Istana no longer behave as an exclusive property? 

TSI:  Well, the people staying within the walls know each other well. They would recognize any 

trespassers, so in a way it still exclusive to residents living within the walls. Of course, if you compare 

it to the earlier days, it is no longer exclusive to the royalties. But the mansion itself was all along 

only inhabited by the royal families.  

 ES:  What about the royal cemetery then?  

TSI: If you go to the cemetery in Jalan Kubor… the one behind the Istana, you would notice there 

is this large yellow tent covering one of the tomb. That is my grandfather’s.  

And if you go to the Sultan Mosque, opposite the Murtabak stall, you can see a sign that indicates 

the presence of another tomb. That’s my great-grandfather.  

ES:  Is the cemetery still in use today? 

TSI: No. Not anymore. We only go there to visit back in the olden days… but not recently. It’s a 

state land now. I hope it’s not going to be rented out though.  

ES: It seems like there are other spaces that could be linked back to the Sultan, beyond 

the Istana itself. 

TSI: Yes. Let me draw for you the map. Here is the Istana, here is the nearby Sultan Mosque and 

here the Sultan Gate road in front of the Istana… 

ES: Was there really a gate there previously? 

TSI: Oh yes! There used to be a large gate in front of the Istana. You have to pass this gate before 

you enter the Istana. Think of Prince William and Kate Middleton (laughs)… it’s somewhat like that. 

But it’s gone now. What you see now is the smaller gate for Taman Warisan (Malay Heritage 

Centre).  

TSI:  Let me show you a few pictures of the old Istana itself. (Points to a picture) Here you can see 

some tea party being held at the garden in front of the Istana. These men are probably leaders and 

rich Malays back in those days. But I’m sure they belong to the merchant class. Here are the British 

officials sitting in the middle of the circle. This was taken in 1930… 

And here (pointing to another picture) was taken in just before the government took over the land… 

before we all moved out from the Istana itself…  



 
 

And this (pointing to a third picture) was after the government took over, after the Istana was 

refurbished. Our whole family got together and took a picture there during Hari Raya… 

ES:  So what are your thoughts regarding the current treatment of the Istana? 

TSI: I think that when the government took over the Istana and turned it into a museum, the 

Malays were disappointed. The Istana was the heart of Kampong Glam. Turning it into what it is 

today is like turning Buckingham Palace into a casino. It’s fine if you were to convert the Gedung 

Kuning into a restaurant. But this is a palace.  

However, I am glad that the residents of the Istana moved out from it. It gave them the opportunity 

to interact with the rest of the community. They are not so cut off from the world in that way. 

Otherwise they would remain backward in their thinking, thinking that they possess some mystical 

powers just by being a Tengku, for example, which is not true.  

I support the government’s taking over the Istana, but I’m disappointed at the management of the 

current museum. They should hire a more capable team and turn it into a profitable land… Maybe 

hire some actors, make them wear royal costumes, and entertain visitors? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

APPENDIX 2. 

 Online correspondence with the Malay Heritage Centre, via The Malay Heritage Centre Facebook 

official page: http://www.facebook.com/malayheritage   

13 August 2011, 11:06 pm 
Evy Sutjahjo   
Hi there!  
I have never been inside the museum (and its unfortunately still under renovation) but i've been 
heard stories from friends who have been inside to get me curious enough :) One of the interesting 
story that i've heard is that the museum actually have a display of some rifles and infantry weapons 
discovered from the archaeological dig. I was wondering if this is true?? And if photography was ever 
allowed inside the museum, does anybody have any pictures of it? :)) 
 
A curious wanderer 

15 August 2011, 11:04 am 

Malay Heritage Centre  

Dear Evy, the MHC do have 2 rifles that were discovered during an archaelogical dig of the area in 

our collection. Presently the rifles are under conservation care while the museum are being 

renovated. Please come back and visit us in June 2012 and you will get to see them on display again. 

15 August 2011, 11:14 am 

Evy Sutjahjo  

Thank you for the information!! Yes i am looking forward to the museum's reopening day!  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

APPENDIX 3 

Walking tour map by the Singapore Heritage Society (SHS) given during the ‘Kampong Glam 

Walking Tour’ on 21 May 2011. Conducted by Khir Johari, previous resident of Gedung Kuning, the 

tour invites participants to experience what Kampung Gelam was like in the past through Khir’s 

childhood recollections. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

APPENDIX 4.   Jackson’s 1828 Map of Singapore, showing royal ground boundary (marked red)
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