
tracing singapore history
through malay music

a melting pot
The invention of the phonograph 
changed how people listened to music. 
Before that, music had to be listened to 
live but after the invention of the
recording device, people could listen
to music anytime, anywhere.

Nuri Terbang Malam, or The Parakeet That 
Flew at Night, was the first ever recorded 
Malay song by Gramophone.
It was produced by sound engineer, Fred 
Gaisberg, and assistant George Dillnut. 

Music in Singapore was a melting pot of 
cultures from the new immigrants and 
the rich musical heritage of the Malay 
world from south of Siam to Sumatra.

opera for the people
Bangsawan, collectively known as Malay 
opera, a mix of theatre and live music 
drawn from diverse cultural sources was 
the most popular form of entertainment.

Streets around the Opera Estate area 
were named after popular Bangsawan 
titles, songs and artists. Eg, Jalan Terang 
Bulan, Terang Bulan Avenue, Jalan 
Bintang Tiga, Jalan Bangsawan and Jalan 
Khairuddin

Singapore became the epicentre for arts 
and culture, attracting record companies 
and musicians from around the region. 

Jazz and Big Band music was fresh and 
influential. Malay musicians were highly 
skilled and sought after, and were music 
trendsetters in the region, adopting, 
adapting, and playing these music styles.

Musicians played live to accompany the 
new silent movies.

Check Out:
Miss Erah
Miss Dinah

Check Out:
Ahmad Patek
Momo Latiff
R. Azmi 

Vinyl recordings were very popular in
the 30s.

Radio broadcast, officially established in 
1936, further cast the audience net wider. 
Radio broadcast was only available for a 
few hours a day.

Music over the radio was not
pre-recorded but played live by the                                                                         
various bands or orkes.

The Malay music industry was prolific and 
thriving with many recordings by 
different international recording 
companies.

this is radio malaya!

The rise of two major film empires: 
Cathay Organisation and Shaw Brothers. 

Shaw Brothers acquired a film studio in 
Jalan Ampas where many classic Malay 
movies were filmed. These movies 
featured songs sung by playback singers. 
These singers recorded songs to be 
mimed by actors in the movie.

The Jalan Ampas studio shaped the lives 
of many Singapore actors, singers, 
musicians and directors that became 
household names of this golden era.

Check Out:
P. Ramlee
Zubir Said

golden era of malay film in singapore

During the Japanese occupation from 
1942 to 1945, music from the west and 
radio broadcast were banned. Malay 
musicians were sent to entertain the 
Japanese. 

Malay songs were translated to Japanese 
for entertainment or propaganda. 

During the post-war period, service 
resumed as the orkes accompanied the 
various dances like joget, ronggeng, 
foxtrot and cha-cha at popular nightlife 
venues such as Happy World (later 
renamed as Gay World) and New World.

warall that jazz!
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Check Out:
Khairuddin or K Dean and Miss Tijah, 
Bangsawan’s most popular couple.



Interested to learn more about the arts?    
Check out www.esplanade.com/offstage/schools for more resources and content.


