
Vol. 10  /  Issue 04  /   NL Notes

62 63

BiBlioASiA   JAn–MAR 2015

A repository of  
Singapore’s 
Musical heritage

M
usicSG is a digital archive set up by the 
National Library Board (NLB) to digitise, 
archive and provide access to all forms 
of published music works in Singapore. 

The scope of MusicSG is broad, comprising music 
composed or published by Singaporeans, music 
produced or published in Singapore, as well as 
any music related to Singapore. 

By bringing together content on Singapore 
music, MusicSG aims to elevate the profile of 
local music and musicians and provide resources 
for research and discovery, while contributing to 
NLB’s overarching objective in preserving local 
history and heritage.

MusicSG relies heavily on the public and 
music industry players to share and deposit their 
works in its archive. Having secured permission 
from the respective copyright holders, the National 
Library is now able to provide the public with access 
to a variety of materials in the MusicSG archives, 
including free music streaming and downloading 
of non-AV resources such as lyrics and scores.  

content hiGhLiGhtS

MusicSG showcases over 20 genres of music – 
national campaign songs, local musicals, 新谣 (xin 
yao), rock and pop, and more – from more than 
500 musicians across different languages and 
genres, such as X’ Ho, Dick Lee, Iskandar Ismail, 
Liang Wern Fook, The Quests, Corrinne May, Boh 
Chit Hee and Pan Xiuqiong. Their recorded works 
span from the 1950s to the present day. 

MusicSG also archives several meaningful 
local compositions that reflect our nation’s short 
but remarkable history. These songs contain ly-
rics that relate to the Singapore experience. For 
example, the Malay folk song “Di Tanjong Katong” 
reminds us of the time when Tanjong Katong was 
a coastal stretch overlooking the blue waters of 
the east coast – until reclamation works pushed 
out the shoreline in the late 1960s.

Other special highlights include the 1967 
recording of Singapore’s national anthem, recorded 
just two years after Singapore’s Independence, as 
well as “胶林我们的母亲” (“Rubber Jungle, Our 
Mother”), the earliest work recorded in MusicSG. 
This was composed by Boh Chit Hee in 1956, a 
luminary of the Chinese instrumental music scene 
in the 1950s and 60s. 

As of October 2014, the archive has amassed 
more than 13,000 music resources, including 
tracks, scores, lyrics, biographies and videos. 

WhAt’S neW

The MusicSG website was first launched in 2010 
but remained relatively low-key until it was re-
vamped in 2014, giving way to a more user-friendly 
and aesthetically pleasing layout that allowed for 
more content formats to be displayed. The portal 
has been redesigned to encourage the continuous 
discovery of content. To achieve this, social sharing 
and streaming capabilities as well as improved 
search functions were added to the new site. The 
website is also equipped with responsive web de-
sign technology, which enables the site to adjust 
itself according to the device being used, be it a 
smartphone, computer or tablet, without any loss 
in functionality.

New highlights include the approximately 260 
items that the late local music legend and Cultural 

Joy Loh is an Associate Librarian with the National 
Library of Singapore and is responsible for the new-look 
of MusicSG.

Local singer, Nicodemus Lee, performing during MusicSG's 
post-launch concert held at the National Library.
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Lawrence Wong quoted in “Untidy memories for a loveable 
Singapore” published by Today on 21 Mar 2013 <http://www.
todayonline.com/commentary/untidy-memories-loveable-
singapore?singlepage=true>

7     “Temporality” is a photographic series created during NOISE 
apprenticeship programme by NAC in 2013. See <http://
toramae.com/series/temporality/>

8     See <http://pointsofdeparture.sg/>
9     Leong, Margaret. “The Junk” in The Ice Ball Man and Other 
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the-lost-idyllic-coastline-of-tanah-merah/ 
11   See http://thelongnwindingroad.wordpress.com/2009/10/31/

changi-beach/
12   See http://wildshores.blogspot.sg/2014/05/how-is-kusu-

island-doing.html
13   See <https://www.facebook.com/groups/183252211695508>
14   The term “third culture kid or adult” was first coined by 

researchers John and Ruth Useem in the 1950s, who used it to 
describe children who were raised in a culture outside of their 
parents’ culture for a significant part of their development 
years. See http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Third_culture_kid

15   Kim Cheng Boey. “Between Stations”, Between Stations. 
Australia: Giramondo, 2009. 306.
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Singapore to the lesser known shores of our outly-
ing islands.12 I think Pierre Nora was right when 
he said that people acquire, recall, recognise and 
localise their memories in society. Working on this 
project has been a surprising journey into the self. 

I must admit that my initial interest in memo-
ries was simply due to the desire to immerse 
myself into the culture of Singapore – a yearning I 
have had from having lived an itinerant childhood. 
It was only after reading about conversations on 
nostalgia-related blogs and sites such as Jerome’s 
On a Little Street in Singapore13 that I realised how 
pervasive this sense of disorientation is for many 
people living in our city. It became acutely notice-
able to me thereafter; in the arts, films and news 
I came into contact with and even in conversations 
with taxi drivers. It is a sense that I deal with too 
frequently as an adult third culture kid.14 It’s like 
being trapped between states of belonging and 
alienation as poet Boey Kim Cheng so eloquently 
writes in his book Between Stations: “...You 
become engaged in a kind of research, ransack-
ing your fading archive, probing the memories of 
those over fifty for clues…You start experiencing 
reality as imagined, memory as something that 
writes you, gives you a second chance, and you 
seek a possible dwelling place between memory 
and imagination, fact and fiction…”15 That was the 
point of departure for me; what began as a humble 
attempt at acculturation in the end became a long 
quest for connections.

The idea of the sea being the only permanent 
feature in our ever-changing geographical land-
scape was reason enough for me to explore it as a 
unifying thread for memories. This is a sentiment 
shared by Jerome too as he often looks at the sea 
in attempts to discover his own connections with 
the past. 

Through this collaboration, we hope to cre-
ate a meaningful connection with and between 
the memories that are very much part of who we 
are. It is a journey embarked on not by just the 
two of us but with all the people whose memories 
are part of the story. 

“Points of Departure” – an exhibition of photo-
graphs, stories and installation art works – brings 
together the forgotten and the unfamiliar in the 
hope of making the past less foreign. The exhibi-
tion will take place between April and June 2015 at 
National Library Building and is part of Singapore’s 
50th National Day celebrations. Find out more at: 
http://www.pointsofdeparture.sg or https://www.
facebook.com/PointsOfDepartureSG

This project was supported by the Singapore 
Memory Project’s (SMP) irememberSG Fund that 
aims to encourage organisations and individuals 
to develop content and initiatives that will collect, 
interpret, contextualise and showcase Singapore 
memories. The fund has currently stopped ac-
cepting applications. For more information, go to: 
http://www.iremember.sg/index.php/fund-intro/ 

“The Harbour” from 
"Temporality" (2013). The junk 
is constructed from a number 
of images from black and 
white archival photographs 
dating from the mid-1970s, 
which were taken at The New 
Harbour (present-day Keppel 
Harbour). It was inspired by 
Margaret Leong's poem "The 
Junk". © Juria Toramae. All 
rights reserved.
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I want to listen to
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Here is a step-by-step guide to discovering the new MusicSG.

Homepage1
Visitors to MusicSG can search for a particular topic or check out featured 
artists, tracks and albums. Those interested in contributing their own 
content or material can also do so.

Browse the Music2
Users can choose to browse the various music genres by clicking on the 
Music tab. Here, they can select a particular genre or browse through the 
content via artist, track, album or instrument.

Artist, Album and Track Details3
Clicking on an artist’s profile, album title or track details will enable 
users to explore related information through steaming music, viewing and 
downloading album inserts, lyrics and scores. Video interviews with the 
artists may also be available.

Articles4
Click on the “Articles” tab to access 
articles covering subjects such as local 
music personalities, music history as 
well as music practices.

Contribute5
Users can contribute their own works  
to the site, thus building up a greater 
body of content as well as exposure  
for local music.

Genre Artist Track Album Instrument

Musical Practices; Epilogue 
From the book “A Narrative history of music in Singapore 
1819 to the present” by Dr Eugene I. Dairianathan

Musical Practices; Xinyao 
From the book “A Narrative history of music in Singapore 
1819 to the present” by Dr Eugene I. Dairianathan

Medallion recipient Iskandar Ismail allowed NLB to 
digitise for MusicSG in 2013. Handwritten scores of 
his arrangements of familiar National Day Parade 
tunes over the years have all been digitised and 
uploaded onto the portal. 

The music scores of past Cultural Medallion 
winners such as classical musician and conductor 
Leong Yoon Pin, guitar maestro Alex Abisheganaden 
and violinist Kam Kee Yong can also be accessed 
online. In addition, written and video profiles of 13 
indie Singaporean solo artistes and groups – includ-
ing local pop-rock stalwarts Jack & Rai and West 
Grand Boulevard, as well as the up-and-coming 
Sam Willows – are also accessible on the site. New 
research articles, infographics and photographs 
relating to personalities, organisations and perfor-
mance venues have also been added to the portal 
for a more complete experience. Information on 
music genres ranging from Dikir Barat, Xinyao and 
Bhangra to heavy metal and rock are all covered, 
and showcase both famous recording artistes as 
well as lesser known names. 

MuSicSG re-LoAded

The new MusicSG website was officially launched 
on 26 September 2014. Called “MusicSG Reload-
ed”, the event was held at the National Library with 
Guest-of-Honour Minister for Culture, Community 
and Youth and Second Minister for Communica-
tions and Information, Lawrence Wong, and guest 
performer Corrinne May, who wowed the crowd  
with her luscious vocals. Guests included the 
former MusicSG Advisory Committee members, 
donors, local musicians, including veterans Rufino 
Soliano, Jacintha Abisheganaden and Marina 
Xavier, as well as partner organisations. After the 
launch, contemporary local artistes The Analog 
Girl, Jack & Rai, ShiGGa Shay and Nicodemus 
Lee from 迷路兵 (mi lu bing) mesmerised crowds 
at the National Library’s plaza for an evening of 
music and entertainment.
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Guest performer Corrinne May presented this custom-
designed ukulele to Minister Lawrence Wong at 
"MusicSG Reloaded".

Music

Lyrics

Scores

Article

Other

Type of 
content to 
contribute


