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Abstract

  The glitz and glamour of festivals often encompass an underlying core pool of objectives: 
upping visitorship, generating sponsorship and cultivating more partnerships. The intangible goals 
only emerge many years later but are no less satisfying: such as successfully seeding the growth of 
local artistic talent, revitalising the city centre, and contributing to a local creative ecosystem.

 In 2008, the inaugural edition of the Singapore Night Festival opened to about 60,000 visitors 
in dramatic fashion: nimble acrobats dangling in mid-air, alongside a flying piano and floating ship, 
against the National Museum of Singapore façade. Last year, the 10th anniversary of the Singapore 
Night Festival welcomed a record 740,000 visitors, spread around the arts and heritage district in 
Singapore’s downtown core, from the National Museum to the National Design Centre, and across to 
leisure complex CHIJMES.

 As the Singapore Night Festival enters a new decade, it faces the rapidly evolving challenges 
of heightened security climates in Singapore and the world, and programming innovatively for a 
highly discerning audience base which it played a role in cultivating, against an exciting, burgeoning 
landscape of light festivals in Singapore. Beyond that, the festival is an ongoing project of detailed 
dedication that strives to constantly turn the wheel of reinvention, defy traditional disciplines and 
boundaries, and place unexpected encounters through creative curation.

 Singapore Night Festival
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SINGAPORE NIGHT FESTIVAL

Angelita Teo
Director, National Museum of Singapore 

Early years

In 2008, the inaugural edition of the 
Singapore Night Festival (SNF) opened 
to about 60,000 visitors in dramatic 
fashion. Nimble acrobats dangled in mid-
air alongside a flying piano and floating 
ship (Figure 1) against the façade of the 
iconic National Museum of Singapore. This 
performance by Italian artists, Studio Festi, 
was the star attraction for the festival, 

which started as a place-making initiative 
to enliven the Bras Basah Bugis (BBB) 
precinct after office and school hours. 
The performance by Studio Festi showed 
us that the festival had the potential to 
become something far greater than we 
had ever imagined then. We had not seen 
anything of that scale before, and it was 
then that we saw how the festival could 
contribute to the museum’s branding.

Figure 1. Performance by Italian artists, Studio Festi. Image courtesy of Singapore Night Festival, 
National Heritage Board.
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The SNF started at a time of burgeoning 
museum awareness, when audiences 
began to recognise museums as venues 
for recreation and entertainment. Besides 
the Singapore International Festival of 
Arts1 and Chingay2, there was also little 
competition from major arts events,
which helped make the festival’s 
positioning unique. It was also to our 
advantage that during our first year, we 
collaborated with Zouk for the Beatnik 
Picnic, creating an eclectic programme 
featuring poetry, silk-screening, drumming
and fireworks, alongside Zouk’s staple
of popular DJs. As an established nightlife 
brand, Zouk offered us access to a 
broad customer base and offered better 
opportunities to publicise our newly-
minted festival.

As the festival grew, so did new 
programming zones within BBB. In 2012, 

we managed to close a short but busy 
street, Armenian Street, for the first time. 
That was a huge deal for us because 
there is something powerfully liberating 
about festival-goers wandering freely 
on a road where just moments before, 
cars had been driving on. The Armenian 
Street programming (Figure 2) gradually 
evolved to dovetail with the street’s 
eclectic personality, filled with energetic 
rock bands, artist interventions, film 
screenings, even dondang sayang, a 
poetic and musical art form that has 
been performed by the Chinese
Peranakans3 in Singapore and Malaysia
since the 19th century! The diversity of 
the programmes on Armenian Street 
reflected the mix of stakeholders in the 
area, including but not limited to the 
independent contemporary arts centre, 
The Substation; popular nightlife hotspot, 
Timbre; and the Peranakan Museum.

1 A festival started in 1977 to celebrate local arts across the country’s diverse communities.
2  The Chingay Parade started in Singapore in 1973 as a street parade to celebrate the Lunar New Year.
3 Refers to people of mixed Chinese and Malay heritage. These were the descendants of Chinese immigrant traders who 

married local Malay women from Sumatra.

Figure 2. Drummers from percussion troupe, Bloco Singapura. Image courtesy of 
Singapore Night Festival, National Heritage Board.



- 101 -

Another milestone was the festival’s 
rebranding in 2013, when we added the 
“Singapore” prefix to the event name. 
As the festival matured, SNF started to 
become an important national event. The 
year before, Argentinean aerial artists,
Fuerza Bruta (Figure 3), lashed through 
an airborne pool suspended above the 
Singapore Management University Campus
Green. Photographs of their spectacular
performance were enthusiastically carried 
across publications worldwide, and we 
noted that the “Night Festival”—as it 
was officially known then—could have 
been in any city in the world. It was with 
this in mind that we made the decision 
to rebrand the festival to retain its local 
flavour, while still positioning it as a brand 
with international appeal.

A platform for local talents 

The closure of Armenian Street set the 
stage for the festival’s programmes in the 
years to come. In 2014, the road closure 
enabled Singaporean pro wrestling group, 
Grapple MAX Dojo (Figure 4), to make their 
SNF debut with a custom-built wrestling 
ring on the road. It was a spectacular 
programme that drew the crowds and 
proved to be incredibly photogenic. 
This performance also marked a shift  in 
the festival’s direction for programming 
beyond the usual art forms by 
demonstrating how pro-wrestling could 
be well-received as bona-fide artistry.

Figure 3. Argentinean aerial artists, Fuerza Bruta. Image courtesy of Singapore Night Festival, 
National Heritage Board.
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As the festival matured, we celebrated 
two important commemorative events: 
Singapore’s SG50 jubilee celebrations in 
2015 and SNF’s 10th anniversary in 2017. 
As a national festival, SNF was at the heart 
of the SG50 celebrations. In 2015, we were 
proud to present local interdisciplinary 
group, Starlight Alchemy, as the festival’s 
first Singaporean highlight performers. 
Starlight Alchemy’s story mirrors that of 
the festival—they performed as buskers 
in SNF’s early years, and grew in expertise 

and strength in tandem with the festival’s 
expansion. In 2015, they presented a fiery 
highlight performance on the front lawn of 
the Singapore Art Museum (Figure 5). The 
group went on to perform at the American 
experimental arts festival, Burning Man, 
and reinvented themselves as installation 
artists in the subsequent editions of 
SNF—demonstrating how the festival’s 
growth and sharing of expertise has led 
to its development into an international 
platform for local talents to blossom.

Figure 4. Grapple MAX Dojo. Image courtesy of Singapore Night Festival, National Heritage Board.

Figure 5. Starlight Alchemy’s highlight performance on the front lawn of the Singapore Art 
Museum.  Image courtesy of Singapore Night Festival, National Heritage Board.
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Another homegrown artist we are 
immensely proud of is percussion street 
group, Bloco Singapura. They started 
with the festival in 2008 with 80 
performers, and performed at our 
10th anniversary with 300 performers.
In 2012, we introduced them to the 
Argentinean artists, Fuerza Bruta, 
resulting in a successful collaboration 
where the two groups fused powerful 
energy and dramatic storytelling in 
an aerial dance accompanied by the 
energetic pounding of drums. The group 
has grown massively since their festival 
debut, and they are also now teaching 
percussion in local schools, sharing their 
expertise and performance skills with 
school children and teenagers.

In 2016, we started an open call for 
Night Lights, a competition that provides 
funding support to budding artists, art 
collectives and students to produce an 
installation for SNF. Our objective was 
to expand the local creative ecosystem 
beyond the existing stable of artists. That 
year, a group of tertiary students from the 
Singapore University of Technology and 
Design (SUTD), called LiteWerkz, presented 
a dazzling piece called #showerthoughts 
(Figure 6), inspired by the “eureka” moment 
one often experiences in the shower. Their 
work did so well during the festival that a 
year later in 2017, they presented another 
piece of work through our open call with 
commercial support from office supplies 
company 3M. Their example also inspired 
their juniors from SUTD to step up and 
present works at the festival.

Figure 6. #showerthoughts is inspired by the “eureka” moment one often experiences in the shower, an art 
installation by a group of tertiary students from the Singapore University of Technology and Design (SUTD), 

called LiteWerkz. Image courtesy of Singapore Night Festival, National Heritage Board.
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We have taken plenty of inspiration from 
the young artists who have participated 
in our open call programme—the SUTD 
teams, for example, are not your typical 
visual artists but in fact future computer 
engineers, architects and designers! Their 
expertise in these areas have led them to 
think logically about the technology and 
soundness of design of each piece, and 
through the festival, have created works 
that are truly beautiful.

Keeping the festival safe

The larger-scale SNF celebrations in 2015 
as part of the SG50 celebrations also 
meant that the safety of visitors was a top 
priority. This would become a core focus 
of the festival in years to come. We divided 
the festival footprint into five zones for 
easier control and management. Core 
zones were peak programming hotspots, 
like where the National Museum of 
Singapore and the Singapore Art Museum 
are situated, while fringe zones were areas 
filled with stakeholder programming. 

A year later in 2016, we woke up to news of 
the fatal bombings in Brussels, and heavy 
trucks ramming into crowds in Nice and 
Berlin. These global incidents intensified 
the need to tighten festival security, 
and we consulted the Singapore Police 
Force (SPF) for advice on how to ramp up 
security in the precinct during the festival. 
At the time, attendance at heritage events 
in Singapore—comprising all community 
outreach activities organised by the 
National Heritage Board’s (NHB) museums 
and institutions—was at a high, with 6.4 

million visitors in 20164. It was that year 
that we established a central Festival 
Operations room for the first time at SNF, 
to ensure we were able to respond quickly 
and effectively to incident updates on the 
ground. We also had detailed operating 
procedures to guide responses to incidents 
and communications to the public. 

These extensive operations prepared us 
well for what was to come. In 2017, the SPF 
amended the Public Order Act and added 
a new category of higher-risk special 
events—those that drew public crowds 
of more than 5,000 people at any one 
time. Under the amended Act, organisers 
were required to notify SPF of their event 
in advance, and work with SPF to put 
required measures in place. That year 
was the festival’s 10th anniversary and we 
featured the Globe programme by Dutch 
street theatre artists, Close-Act, on Cathay 
Green, a parcel of land opposite  the 
shopping mall, The Cathay. Because of the 
large crowds expected, SPF requested that 
NHB conduct bag checks for all visitors 
attending the programme, in addition 
to vehicle mitigation precautions and 
engaging a larger number of security and 
auxiliary police officers. These measures 
went a long way towards keeping festival-
goers and staff safe.

Our next decade

SNF’s 10th anniversary was celebrated 
in 2017! It was a bumper year for us 
in many ways. We welcomed a record 
740,000 visitors and enjoyed the support 
of a full 74 partners within the arts and 

4 Ministry of Culture, Community and Youth, “The Singapore Cultural Statistics 2019”, National Arts Council, 2019,            
https://www.nac.gov.sg/dam/jcr:93533e6c-6286-4f4e-8d7d-4f8345350eda (accessed April 20, 2020).
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heritage district. As the festival enters 
a new decade, it faces rapidly evolving 
challenges like a heightened security 
climate both in Singapore and the rest of 
the world, the need to programme in an 
innovative way for the highly discerning 
audience base—that it played a role in 
cultivating—and competition from the 
burgeoning landscape of light festivals in 
Singapore. In recent years, there has been 
a need to effectively and speedily secure 
programming spaces in the district to 
ensure there is lead time for site-specific 
works to be developed. This may also be a 
challenge in the future as many key areas 
are now marked for expansion. However, 
as SNF looks to the future, we see a project 
of detailed dedication that strives to 
constantly break the wheel, reinventing, 
defying traditional disciplines and 
boundaries, and facilitating unexpected 
encounters through creative curation.


