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singapore tamil Literature

Tamil literature is not restriced to the writings of people in Tamil 

Nadu. It has expanded beyond that geographical limit and has be-

come global. Contributors to modern Tamil literature include not 

only Tamil authors from Tamil Nadu, but also the Tamil diaspora in 

Sri Lanka, Malaysia, Singapore , Europe, America, Australia and other 

Asian countries who are well-versed in Tamil. Contributions from cy-

berspace have also taken the Tamil language to  new heights. 

As an initiative to highlight Singapore’s Tamil literature output 

over 70 years, we have published two volumes of a bibliography that 

lists shorts stories and poetry works over two periods. The first vol-

ume of ‘Bibliography of Singapore Tamil Short Stories and Poetry’ 

covers work produced between 1930 and 1960. The second volume 

lists pieces from 1961 to 2000. Singapore Tamil literature does not 

only include those published in books, but also in other mass media. 

We have also selected Tamil newspapers as the National Library ar-

chives these in microfilm format and are made accessible to public 

for reference. 

Short stories evolved during the 1930s and with the publication 

of the daily Tamil Murasu newspaper, many took the opportunity to 

channel their thoughts and feelings through their writings. Other 

now-defunct publications such as Malai Mani, Singai Nesan, Tamil 

Nesan and Tamil Malar also contributed to the proliferation of short 

stories. The themes of these short stories were influenced by real life 

situations and we can see the changes in the stories coincide with the 

changes in life. In the early 1930s, the stories mainly stressed on so-

cial reforms. Themes like widow remarriages, inter-caste marriages 

and condemnation of superstitious beliefs and practices were popu-

lar among the writers. During the Second World War, stories reflected 

the quest and yearning for freedom that the milieu stoked.

The period between 1959-1965 is seen as the renaissance of 

Tamil Literature in Singapore. Many activities like writing competi-

tions, cultural events and religious events paved the way to a burst 

of short stories and poems. Singai Nesan, Tamil Murasu, Malaya Nan-

ban, Tamil Nesan and many other newspapers encouraged people 

to write. Tamil Nesan conducted workshops on how to write stories. 

Tamil Murasu conducted story writing competitions, and many other 

activities that brought out the creativity and passion in people. Dur-

ing this period, the country went through political upsurges, social 

upheaval and financial instability and all these uncertainties kindled 

the quest for racial iden-

tity among the Tamils and 

lead to a string of short 

stories and poems reflect-

ing their experiences in  

real life. 

Some of the early pi-

oneers like Na. Palanive-

lu, Ka. Perumal, Sarma, 

Mu. Ka. Gurusamy, Se. Ve. 

Shanmukam, Puthumai-

dasan, Na. Govindasamy, 

Rama. Kannapiran, Ma. 

Ilankannan, A.P. Shan-

mugam, Peri. Neela. 

Palanivelan and poets like 

Amalathasan, Muruga-

dasan, Patheral Ilamaran, 

K.T.M. Iqbal, K. Jameela, 

Paranan, M. Thangarasan and many more have contributed to the 

growth of Tamil literature. 

Since the 1980s there have been consistent contributions from 

authors and Tamil works have received recognition at the national 

level. Authors were commended by the government and various as-

sociations. The Cultural Medallion Award, and Tamizhavel Award are 

some of the cachets conferred. Another prestigious award is The 

Southeast Asian Writers Awards (SEAWrite), which is designed to 

honour leading poets and writers in the Association of Southeast 

Asian Nations (ASEAN) region. The recipients of this award are Ma. 

Ilankannan, Paranan, Rama Kannabiran, Na. Govindasamy, K.T.M. 

Iqbal and Puthumaidasan. Their writings have morphed into new 

directions and now focus on such challenging themes as logic, edu-

cation, creativity, science, politics, psychology, comedy etc. 

This bibliography will serve as tool for literary enthusiasts, re-

searchers and the public to identify the works of the authors and 

refer to their original works published in the newspapers. It is an 

honour for the National Library Board in collaboration with the Na-

tional Institute of Education to collate the Tamil language works of 

Singaporean writers, which would have otherwise gone unnoticed. 
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Research Fellows 2009
Lee Kong Chian Research Fellowship Series

The Lee Kong Chian Research Fellowship welcomes two new 

Research Follows, Mr Chia Yeow Tong and Ms Liu Oi Yan. They were 

awarded their fellowships by Ms Ngian Lek Choh, Director, National 

Library on 14 January 2009.

Mr Chia Yeow Tong graduated from the National University of 

Singapore with an honours degree in Bachelor of Arts in History. 

He holds a Masters in Education Management from the University 

of Western Australia. He received his Postgraduate Diploma in 

Education from the National Institute of Education, Nanyang 

Technological University. He is currently a PhD candidate and 

Graduate Assistant in Ontario Institute for Studies in Education from 

the Theory and Policy Studies in Education Department, University 

of Toronto. His research topic is “Citizenship and History Education 

in Singapore, 1965 to 1980”.

Ms Liu Oi Yan has a Master’s by Research in Chinese Studies 

and a Bachelor degree in Chinese Studies from Leiden University. 

At present, she is also a PhD candidate from the Department of 

History, Cornell University. Her areas of concentration are Southeast 

Asian History, Chinese History and Nationalism Studies. She will be 

researching on “Political Visions and Cultural Identity of Diasporic 

Chinese in British and Dutch East Indies”. 

The Lee Kong Chian Research Fellowship invites researchers 

and scholars both in and outside Singapore to undertake collection 

related research and publish on the National Library prized 

collections. The Fellowship aims to position the National Library 

Board as the first stop for Asian collection services. It is open to 

both local and foreign applicants, who should preferably have an 

established record of achievement in their chosen field of research 

and have the potential to excel further.

Some of our Donor Collections available for research include 

the Gibson-Hill Collection, the Ya Yin Kwan Collection, the Koh 

Seow Chuan Collection, the Tan Swie Hian Collection and the Edwin 

Thumboo Collection. Donations to the National Library play a 

significant role in adding diversity and depth and are instrumental 

in assisting the Library to obtain notable items of heritage value. 

Such donations support the National Library´s aim of promoting 

active participation from the local communities, thus enriching 

and preserving our cultural heritage by making them accessible 

for research and reading pleasure. More details about our Donor 

Collections are available online at http://donors.nl.sg/index.asp.

Mr Chia Yeow Tong (left) and Ms Liu Oi Yan (right) receiving their fellowships from Ms Ngian Lek Choh, Director, National Library
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