








The People’s Chambers facilitates the 
learning of national songs in Malay, and 
hosts the initiation ceremony for new citi-
zens. It explores leisure emerging from a 
charged atmosphere of sound: of voice, 
song, music mingling and rising into the 
sky.  

Fig 15:  The People’s Chambers



The monumental, colonial and neocolonial architecture of the parliament and civic 
structures around it imbue it with an air of nationhood and citizenship. It is the heart of 
the country’s democracy. Yet, these structures of national independence, now formal-
ized and dignified, also reflect the loss of intimate connection with a wider Malayan 
region, its traditions and languages, and the playful, noisy, leisurely way we once par-
ticipated in the act of nation building.

When Raffles first landed, the present-day site of the Parliament was the location of 
the Temenggong’s palace - the heart of a sea-town whose history stretched back cen-
turies. 

Fig 16. “Bute Map, Tracing. Raffles landing site and old palace overlaid with present
coast and Parliament house”



Fig 17.  Deserted riverside at the Civic District. 1.National Gallery, former Supreme Court, 2. Parliament House. 3. Victoria Concert
Hall and Theatre, 4. Asian Civilizations Museum
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This site would only increase in its importance through the 20th century as Singapore 
grew and eventually became a fully-independent nation.  In the vicinity one would find 
governmental offices, courthouses, ceremonial parade grounds and monuments. It was 
filled with jubilance of speech and song; a public space.

Today, however, citizen contribution is excised to Speaker’s Corner- a paradoxical space 
dedicated to voicing protest, far removed from the actual space of governance. The river-
side here, by the Parliament walls, is lined with inward-looking museums which occupy 
the old Government quarters - a cold and silent from the lack of human presence.



Fig 17.  Deserted riverside at the Civic District. 1.National Gallery, former Supreme Court, 2. Parliament House. 3. Victoria Concert
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Fig 18.  Manuscript of Majulah Singapura, with solmisasi notation. Zubir Said.
 Composed 1957, modified 1959

On the lawns behind the Parliament House, the National Anthem was sung in 
public for the first time in 1959. Originally the song of the City Council, the 
anthem translates to:

Onward Singapore

Come, fellow Singaporeans
Let us progress towards happiness together
May our noble aspiration bring
Singapore success
Come, let us unite
In a new spirit
Let our voices soar as one
Onward Singapore
Onward Singapore



“What does it mean when someone asks you: "What is your name?"

What do you say when someone asks: "Where do you live?"

These were two questions that artist Chua Mia Tee asked himself in 1959, the year he made this 
painting and also the moment when Singapore gained self-governance from its former colonial mas-
ters. What makes these two questions even more fascinating is that Chua asked them in Malay, the 
language that would soon become Singapore's national language in the hope of uniting different 
ethnic groups through a common Malayan identity.

 In the painting, some Chinese students are seated around a table, learning the national language 
from a Malay teacher. Behind the teacher hangs a blackboard, on which these two basic questions 
about identity and belonging are written. Both questions are so simple but powerful, going to the 
very essence of what it means to belong to a place.”

 Masterpieces from the Gallery,  Dr Cai Heng, 2015



Fig 19. National Language Class, Chua Mia Tee , 1959.

Malay was chosen as the national language of Singapore 
following independence - a symbolic role derived from the 
indigenous population of the region - but also an attempt to 
unite the different ethnic groups under a broader Malayan iden-
tity. 

Painted in the same year as the public debut of Majulah Sin-
gapura, the painting National Language Class by Chua Mia 
Tee- depicts the willingness and enthusiasm of early nation-
hood in the 1950s.  The image harkens back to the shouts down 
corridors, the sounds of raised voices and singing across class-
rooms.

Today, the painting is hung in the old Supreme Court building, 
across the street from the Parliament House.
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1. Posture. Decorum should be observed whenever the anthem is played. Standing at attention is
both a mark of respect, and a means of singing with greater power.

2. Music stand and lyrics. Bring these out before the ceremony!

3.Flag. When the anthem commences, the flag will be raised. Face the flag as you sing.

4. Buntings, banners. Locals who gather to watch the initiation anthem may be called upon
to assist in hanging these up before the ceremony. 

5. Corridors and stairwells. When the anthem begins, all activites are to stop. Singing or waiting
respectfully from corridors and open stairwells in line of sight of the flag is expected.

6. Phones. In a return to a loyalty program early after independence, prospective citizens may dial 2 to 
listen to the anthem.

1. Classroom setting. Join a class with friends or family - a good teacher and a bonded class makes learning a cinch.

2. Conversation. Take any opportunities to exercise your use of the language with locals or with other learners in 
daily life.

3. Notes. Write constantly of new opportunities in Malay.

4. Film. Malay film, found in the Archive, reached a golden era in the 1960s and 70s

5.Books. Textbooks or regular Malay literature for the more advanced may be found in the archive

6. Music. Join in or listen to both contemporary or historical, recorded or live music - it is a highly entertaining
way to learn.

Leisure: Learning Malay

Malay is a language of symbolic, rather than practical value in Singapore.

Leisure: Singing the National Anthem

The Anthem
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