
  Empire Day at Raffles Institution 
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  Institution collection, National 
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  Coronation day decorations in   
  Singapore for King Edward VII and   
  Queen Alexander. Image courtesy 
  of National Archives of Singapore.

6 February 1919, the Centenary 
kicked off with a parade at the 
Victoria Theatre and Memorial 
Hall and the unveiling of a 
commemoration tablet on the newly 
relocated Raffles Statue. The statue 
was moved from the Padang to the 
Memorial Hall for this occasion.

Colonial parades burst into the 
streets in kaleidoscopic scale during 
Queen Victoria’s reign (1837 – 1901).   
She ruled the longest and was 
the most celebrated sovereign in 
Singapore though her successors 
were no less prominent. From 
Queen Victoria to Queen Elizabeth 
II, Singapore paid homage to her 
British sovereigns through countless 
parades; birthday parades, Empire 
Day parades, coronation parades, 
and Golden, Diamond and Silver 
jubilee parades.  

From the late 19th century, the 
celebration of British royal events 
(coronation, birthday and jubilees) 
had spilled over from London to 
the various colonies.  As shared 
occasions across the Empire, these 

Mass Display during NDP
Image courtesy of MINDEF.

events were celebrated with a 
common style, involving banners 
and flags, speeches and street 
parties, military processions, the 
unveiling of statues or the opening 
of memorial halls. Not to be 
outdone, Singapore’s version of the 
celebrations had enough buntings 
and illuminations to turn the whole 
town into a magical fairyland.  The 
newspaper became an important 
tool to announce the various 
programmes scheduled for the 
celebrations. Each ethnic group had 
their own way to show support to 
the sovereign on these occasions; 
the Arabs decorated an arch they 
constructed with “God Save The 
King” neon lights; the Jews held 
special prayers at the synagogue; 
the Chinese, Malays and Indians 
combined to organise a procession, 
even the Japanese community 
contributed firework displays.

Singapore is as old as the history 
of the settlement.  The founding of 
Singapore on February 1819 was 
ushered in with a parade. Indian 
sepoys and European artillerymen 
were among the first to stamp their 
feet on the Plain (now the Padang) 
in cohesion, while offshore the 
guns from the ships roared when 
the Union flag was hoisted up. 
Pomp and gallantry certainly did 
not escape this historic ceremony.
 A hundred years later, another 
parade and other festivities took 
place in Singapore to mark the 
100th anniversary of the colony’s 
founding. The colony had survived 
and thrived, a milestone worthy of 
a Centenary Day celebrations. On 
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  1919: Centenary Day Celebrations. 
  Reproduced from Song‘s One   
  Hundred Years’ History of the 
  Chinese in Singapore (p. 297). 
  All Rights Reserved, Oxford    
  University Press, 1984

Marching Through the Decades: Singapore 
on Parade, an Online Exhibition

Parades for All Seasons

Most people love parades for they 
are festive and escapist; day-to-day 
tasks take a standstill as people 
congregate at common venues to 
treat themselves to a spectacle of 
precision, colours loud music and 
fireworks. Parades are timeless 
symbols of unity as they transcend 
ethnicity and age, and showcase 
icons of progress that everyone can 
identify and be proud of.

On 9 August every year, 
Singaporeans look forward to 
the National Day Parade (NDP) 
to celebrate their independence.  
Military drills, band performances, 
fly- and march-pasts and fireworks 
never fail to excite us.  As Singapore 
prepares for her 41st NDP on 
9 August 2006, we reminisce the 
country’s commitment to this 
pageantry to commemorate the 
occasion through the Singapore 
on Parade online exhibition. This 
exhibition aims to recapture the fine 
moments and grandeur of the grand 
parades in Singapore from colonial 
to modern times.  The ceremonies 
in pre-independence parades were 
of British conception and carried
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messages of British empire-
building. But traditions die hard 
and many of the parade rituals seen 
then have continued into present 
day NDPs. The main difference lies 
in the spirit and meaning; while 
pre-independence parades rejoiced 
at Singapore’s patronage to the 
greatest empire on earth, NDPs 
celebrate Singapore’s triumph as a 
nation united by the country’s own 
defined ideals of progress. 

Parades of Yesteryear

Perhaps it is not widely known 
that the history of parades in 

…The ceremonies you have seen today are ancient, and some of their origins 
are veiled in the mists of the past. But their spirit and their meaning shine 
through the ages never, perhaps, more brightly than now...
Queen Elizabeth II. Excerpt from broadcast made on the evening of the 
Queen’s Coronation, 2 June 1953.  
Source: British Monarchy. (n.d.). The Queen’s speeches. Retrieved May 10, 
2006, from www.royalinsight.gov.uk

People’s Parade: A Flawless 
Symphony

Over the decades, parades have 
become distinctly Singaporean. 
Modern day NDPs have evolved into  
“people’s parade” where everybody 
participates. From the mass displays 
and fireworks to the reciting of the 
National Pledge and singing of the 
National Anthem, everyone has a 
role to play.  This hearty mobilisation 
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requires high-level coordination 
and reiterations to ensure a flawless 
execution of NDPs. Riding on the 
adage “practice makes perfect”, 
rehearsals have become a must 
in every NDP.  The Singapore on 
Parade online exhibition showcases 
the brilliant formations that were 
strung together by each participant, 
no doubt after many practices, 
as well as some behind-the-scene 
footages to depict the enormous 
preparations before the big event.

The Hosts of Parades

Parades in colonial Singapore were 
an important tool to brand British 
imperial rule on the colony.  As the 
power and prestige of the British 
declined after WWII, the focus of 
parades shifted from the British 
monarchy to the nation-state. 
National symbols – the flag, the 
pledge and the national anthem 
– replaced imperial ones. One 
icon that bucked the trend was the 
Padang. The open field which

  NDP at the Padang. Image courtesy 
  of MINDEF.

  Raffles statue at the Padang. Reproduced from Makepeace, Brooke and   
  Braddell’s One hundred years of Singapore. All Rights Reserved, Oxford   
  University Press, 1991.

  Preview of NDP 2015 Fireworks 
  at the Marina Bayfront.

  All Rights Reserved, Urban   
  Redevelopment Authority and   
  Nanyang Polytechnic.

The “Singapore on Parade” online exhibition 
grew out of a related physical exhibition 
entitled “Nation on Parade”. “Nation on 
Parade” was on display at the Lee Kong Chian 
Reference Library (LKCRL) from 3 August 2005 
to 16 October 2005, in conjunction with 
Singapore’s 40th year of independence. The 
extended and online version of this exhibition, 
now renamed “Singapore on Parade”, takes 
a broader overview of the significance of 
parades in Singapore’s history. “Singapore on 
Parade” will be available at http://exhibitions.
nlb.gov.sg/ndp/ from 1 August 2006.
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National symbols – 
the flag, the pledge 
and the national 
anthem – replaced 
imperial ones. One 
icon that bucked 
the trend was 
the Padang. The 
open field which 
hosted many grand 
parades in the past 
was still the venue 
of choice for NDPs 
until 1976, when 
Singapore held her 
first NDP at the 
National Stadium. 

hosted many grand parades in the 
past was still the venue of choice for 
NDPs until 1976, when Singapore 
held her first NDP at the National 
Stadium. Singapore experimented 
with the concept of “one parade 
many venues” for several years 
where NDPs were held at several 
stadiums.  This “decentralised” 
celebration format lasted until 1984 
(in alternate years); thereafter the 
government reverted to one venue 
for the NDP partly due to the huge 
costs of organising many mini 
parades. The Padang once again 
rose to the occasion when it hosted 
Singapore’s 40th NDP in 2005.

National Day Celebrations 
Fast Forward

As a city that is still fast evolving, 
the look and feel of National Day 
celebrations is also expected to 
move with the times. A new 
downtown at Marina (together with 
the proposed Integrated Resort) is 
one of the exciting developments in 
Singapore. It is also a site chosen 
by Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong 
to chart a new National Day 
celebrations experience. During his 
second National Day Rally speech 
on 21 August 2005, PM Lee treated 
Singaporeans to an advanced sneak 
preview of fireworks by the Marina 
Bayfront on 9 August 2015, Singapore’s 
50th Birthday. The animation clip 
of the vision was put together by 
students from Nanyang Polytechnic. 

The Lee Kong Chian (LKC) Research Fellowship is established to encourage research 
into various aspects of Asian content; namely its culture, economy and heritage, 
this initiative is primarily to enrich the strong Asia-centric collections and resources 
of the Lee Kong Chian Reference Library at the National Library, Singapore.

The fellowship has been awarded to Ms Adeline Melissa Koh, Mr Chan Chow 
Wah and Ms Soh Choi Yin.

Adeline Melissa Koh Shu Ling has a Masters of Arts, 
Comparative Literature, from the University of Michigan. 
A recipient of several awards, scholarship and funding, she is 
currently a Ph.D. candidate in Comparative Literature at the 
University of Michigan at Ann Arbor and is writing her 
dissertation entitled English Lessons: Education, Race 
and Englishness in Singapore and Malaysia from Colony to Nation.

Adeline’s research interest is in the area of English Language and the British 
Empire, Critical Race Theory, and Asian Studies, and has presented papers at 
international conferences as a result of her many distinct researches. 

Chan Chow Wah has a Bachelor in Business Administration 
(BBA) from the National University of Singapore (NUS) and 
a Masters in Social Anthropology (MSc Social Anthropology) 
from the London School of Economics (LSE), UK. He is also 
a Fellow of The Royal Anthropological Institute, UK, and 
Member of the American Anthropological Association.

His interests include consumption, cultural marketing, Chinese cultural studies, 
relationship between religion and society, and issues of social identity and 
modernity. He has conducted seminars and workshops on a range of topics. 
Recent projects include ‘Sculpting Compassion’ (Singapore), ‘River of Time’ 
(Beirut, Lebanon), ‘Tea Talk’ (London, UK), and “Food Talk” (Durham, USA).

Soh Choi Yin is currently pursuing her Master Program in Design 
(Honours by Research) at the University of New South Wales.
Her research examines cultural identities in cyberspace among 
Chinese youth from Hong Kong, Shanghai and Singapore. 

She graduated with a BFA in Computer Arts majoring in Interactive 
Multimedia from the Academy of Art College in San Francisco in 1998 and a Diploma in 
Visual Communication from Temasek Polytechnic in Singapore in 1995. Choi Yin has 
8 years of experience as a designer/consultant with several multimedia companies. 
She also contributed digital graphics for Zavtone Magazine, a magazine for the digital 
age in Tokyo during 1998. Choi Yin does illustrations as a past time. Her drawings and 
doll design are exhibited and sold at Homespun located at The Arts House.

Application for the fellowship ends on 31 July 2006. We invite both local and 
foreign applicants whose research focus requires use of the National Library 
archived and preserved collections. For further information about the Fellowship, 
please contact Ms Lena Kua, National Library Board at Lena_KUA@nlb.gov.sg

The National Library Board (NLB) 
hosted the “Publishing & Legal Deposit 
Seminar” on 3 April 2006. The first in a 
series of seminars for publishers, NLB 
invited major Singapore publishers to 
the National Library, to provide updates 
and information on legal deposit, 
International Standard Book Number 
(ISBN) and International Standard 
Serial Number (ISSN). 

Legal deposit is a statutory provision 
in the National Library Board Act 1995 
that requires Singapore publishers to
provide two copies of every publication to 
the Board, regardless of form or medium.

Calling on publishers to deposit their 
publications with the National Library, 
Dr N Varaprasad, Chief Executive of 
NLB, spoke about how the NLB needs 
to preserve and catalogue materials in 
both the electronic and print formats 
for the future. 

The ISBN and the ISSN are both 
unique sets of numbers that serve 
as the fingerprint for publications. It 
was announced that from 1 January 
2007, the ISBN will be extended 
from 10 to 13 digits in order to 
increase the numbering capacity 
of the ISBN system to handle the 
exponential growth in publishing.

The seminar also discussed the 
process of depositing the publications 
with NLB, and legal responsibilities. 

Panel from left: Ms Cynthia Chong, 
Assistant Registrar of Newspapers, Media 
Development Authority; Mrs Lim Siew 
Kim, Deputy Director, LPS, NLB; Ms Ngian 
Lek Choh, DCE, NLB; Mr Raju Buddharaju, 
Director, Digital Library Services, NLB; 
Ms Shaan Sathy, Legal Officer, NLB.

Publishing 
and Legal 
Deposit for 
Posterity
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