
BY LESTER KOK

AT THE age of 90, Miss Kitty Fogh is still
sprightly and is happily living out her
retirement years at a nursing home.

She is content with having led a full
life and is prepared for the inevitable.
When the time comes, she will be placed
in a specially designed coffin she herself
helped an artist design.

The former teacher and two other resi-

dents at the St Joseph’s Home and Hos-
pice in Jurong are taking part in a project
which aims to take the doom and gloom
out of death.

The Happy Coffins project is the brain-
child of Sister Geraldine Tan, the
administrator of the nursing home, who
wanted to give residents a chance to talk
about their lives, their wishes and their
hopes.

She suggested the project to Mr Lee
Poh Wah, chief executive of the Lien
Foundation. The philanthropic body has a
Life Before Death campaign which aims
to get people thinking and talking about
death, and highlights the need for better
care for the dying.

To create the “happy coffins”, the

foundation commissioned Farm, a
Singapore art collective, to find artists
who were willing to customise the coffin
designs.

The three women worked with three
Singapore-based artists – Ms Arlene
Rieneke, Ms Tan Zi Xi and Mr Brian Chia
– to design their coffins.

Miss Fogh, who never married,
worked with Ms Rieneke to create a cof-
fin in cheerful colours. The result: A
design incorporating images of little boys
and girls – representing the students she
taught – coupled with music notes and
colourful circles.

She said: “It doesn’t look like a coffin,
it looks more like a box of chocolates.”

Miss Elsie Chua, 79, another resident

of the home, also had a say in what her
coffin would look like. She worked with
Ms Tan.

Miss Chua, a retired seamstress who is
also single, said: “It is very meaningful to
be able to shape the design of my coffin
and see it before I die. When God wants
to take me, I’m ready to go, I have a cof-
fin ready for me.”

Her love of flowers is reflected in the
design of her coffin, which has roses and
other motifs drawn from nature.

Likewise, Miss Magdalene Khoo, 70,
who was born with polio but went on to
do missionary work, said she was glad her
coffin looks like a cross-stitch project.

Mr Chia, a freelance illustrator, was
the designer. He decided to work with

Miss Khoo after reading her story in the
project brief, as he felt respect and empa-
thy for her.

“After meeting her, it reaffirms my
vision to design for her, as I sensed her
nobility,” he said. “She doesn’t feel sad
about her condition, but instead feels
grateful to all who have helped her.”

All three customised coffins, together
with seven other designs, were show-
cased yesterday at the nursing home.

The Lien Foundation’s Mr Lee said the
project “transforms the supreme symbol
of death” into a creative artwork that
reflects the life of the individual.

Noting that death is still quite a taboo
topic in Singapore, he said: “A well-
known Chinese proverb goes: ‘You won’t
shed any tears until you see the coffin.’

“But with Happy Coffins, I would like
to see a new twist: See happy coffin, cher-
ish the beauty of life. I hope that Happy
Coffins will put a smile on people’s faces
and joy in their hearts.”

Sociologist Angelique Chan of the Na-
tional University of Singapore said the
project, which gets people to talk about
their lives with the designers, will help in
some ways.

She said: “It helps them to think
through the matters that are unsettled or
that they need to settle, just to get them
at peace.”

The coffins were provided by Singa-
pore Funeral Services (SFS) and cost
around $1,000 each. The vinyl stickers
with the designs cost another $500. The
cost of the project is being shared by SFS
and the Lien Foundation.

Mr Hoo Hung Chye, 36, funeral direc-
tor at SFS, said that although designer
coffins can now be done, he does not
expect they will become popular soon, as
death is still quite a taboo topic.

He said only about 10 per cent of his
clients plan their own funerals before
their death. Families usually take charge
in the majority of cases.
lesterk@sph.com.sg

(Left) St Joseph’s Home
and Hospice residents
(from left) Elsie Chua, 79,
Magdalene Khoo, 70, and
Kitty Fogh, 90, with their
respective “happy
coffins”, created in
collaboration with artists
from local collective Farm.
The residents worked with
the artists to create
designs that celebrate
their lives. For example,
the design of Miss Chua’s
coffin (above), by Ms Tan
Zi Xi, was inspired by Miss
Chua’s occupation as a
seamstress, her Peranakan
heritage, and her love of
flowers and nature.
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Elderly work with artists
to prepare for death in
Happy Coffins project

Coffin art for the soul
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