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The Raffles Hotel, Singapore 

T he Raffies "stands for all 
the fables of the exotlc 
east". Somerset Maug
ham wrote this of the 
Raffies in one of his 
books after one of his 

many visits to this grande dame of hotels 
in Singapore, if not of the Far East. The 
hotel has been a landmark in Singapore 
both in terms of history and architecture. 
No other hotel in the East has been more 
written or talked about and its guest list 
must be awesome with names like Noe,1 
Coward, Joseph Conrad, Rudyard Ki
pling, Charlie Chaplin, Winston Chur
chill, Robert Kennedy, Ava Gardner, 
Elizabeth Taylor and Richard Burton and 
of course, Somerset Maugham. 

Its history dates back to the early 
1800's with humble beginnings as a "tif
fin house" within a private residence, 
serving luncheons and gradually develop
ing into a small hostel. It was not until 
1886 that Raffies Hotel actually came into 
being as one of a chain of hotels built by 
three Armenian brothers, the Sarkies. 
The main building, completed in 1896, is 
of French Renaissance in spirit, but like 
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many other neo-classical buildings of that 
era,_ was designed to respond to the local 
tropical climate. Thus the large over
hanging eaves, high ceilings and huge 
balconies gave a local character to what 
might have been another colonial 
building. 

It was officially opened on November 
18, 1896 and one of the Sarkies brothers, 
Tigran took charge of it. The hotel 
gained instant popularity and in the early 
1900's it was already the centre of social 
pomp in Singapore. The London Sphere 
in 1905 described the Raffies as the 
"Savoy of Singapore". It boasted of 
splendid accommodation - "every 
room has its private sitting, dressing and 
bathrooms". It also had the largest mar
ble dining hall in the East. It was the only 
hotel then in the Straits of Malacca light
ed with electricity, electric bells, electric 
fans and with spacious green lawns and 
lawn tennis. Further testimony to the ex
cellence of this palatial venue of entertain
ment is borne in Rudyard Kipling's 
advice, "feed at the Raffies when in Sing
apore". When the world depression hit 
Singapore in the 1930's, many hotels had 
to close but the Raffies was able to sur
vive and maintain its reputation as Singa
pore's premier hotel. 

During the Second World War, the 
Japanese invaded Singapore in December 

Lift: The Rajjles in its forrner splendour (circa early 
1900's). Photograph courtesy of National Museum. 
Below: A view totally concealed by extensions 
clumsily added over the years. 
Right: The Palm Court at present is but a shadow 
of its past grandeur. 





1941, took over the Hotel and renamed it 
Syonan Ryokan (Syonan Hotel, Syonan 
meaning Light of the South in Japanese) . 
The Elizabethan Grill, the main res
taurant, became simply the Japanese Inn. 
It was the Japanese who shifted the main 
entrance from the front of the building to 
its present location. After the liberation 
by the British forces, the Raffies provided 
temporary shelter to hundreds of re
fugees from internment camps in Java 
and other places. In 1946, the Raffies 
opened its doors again to the public and 
continued to be the premier hotel in Sing
apore until the late 1960's when new and 
modem hotels sprung up all over the 
island. However, there was and still is 
only one Rallies, unique in its architec
ture, history and ambience. 

Of particular architectural interest is 
the main building. A three-storey high 
central atrium rises from the marble floor 

Sunlight streaming in through the roq[ lights up the 
graciful timber InAsses and picks up the reliif capitals 
of the Corinthian columns and pilasters. The ugly 
steel beam was insensitively added in the late 1920's . 

with natural light slreaming in through 
the roof and the graceful timber trusses 
and picking up the relief on the capitals of 
the Corinthian columns and pilasters. 
The bases of these columns are covered 
with beautiful floral tiles believed to be 
originally from Austria!; from the carved 
solid timber handrails to the mouldings 
on the ceiling, one is constantly reminded 
of the elegance and grandeur of days past. 
The interior and exterior of the main 
building is in desperate need of restora
tion. Over the years additions have been 
added which should be removed to re
veal the character and beauty of the 
building. 

The Palm Court where once Maug-
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ham and Joseph Conrad languished in 
the tropical heat cooled by the "punk
ah-wallahs" (servants with huge fans em
ployed to cool guests manually), is today 
but a mere shadow of its past. It should 
be restored to its former grandeur and the 
facade if not the whole structure, of the 
two-storey Palm Court Wing enclosing 
it should be retained. The charm and 
elegance of the Palm Court owes as 
much to its scale as its relationship with 
the Palm Court Wing with its huge bal
conies and arcades. 

One other structure worthy of res
toration is the Bras Basah Wing which 
was added in the early 1900's. In this 
building, one can see the effort put in by 
the architect to respect the texture and 
character of the main building by main
taining visual continuity. The forms and 
motifs were not slavishly copied but re
combined almost with a Palladian skill. 



The rest of the structures in the sprawling 
hotel grounds are neither architecturally 
nor historically significant being added 
ad-hoc when the need arose. 

The owner of the Railles, the De
velopment Bank of Singapore, has been 
considering extending the Railles and va
rious proposals have been drawn up to 
conserve and restore certain buildings 
while demolishing the rest for an exten
sion. The present slump in the tourist 
industry in Singapore with hotels reg
istering less than 80% occupancy rates 
and the expected completion of another 
10,465 rooms by the end of 1986 should 
present the owners with a more realistic 
view of what the Railles should continue 
to be if it is to survive. With an additional 
2000 rooms from a 72-storey and another 
4O-storey hotel in the Railles City com
plex across the road from the Railles, 
which incidentally are also owned by the 
same bank, it would certainly seem fool
ish for the Railles to compete with them 
on the same grounds. The potential of 
the Railles is enormous. 

It should follow the direction taken by 
other grand hotels in the world, Amster
dam's Amstel Hotel and New York's 
Plaza Hotel just to name two, that is to 

offer that special something that no other 
hotel in Singapore or the Far East can 
match - an old world elegance rich in 
history but with all the modem conveni
ences. The other hotels in Singapore can 
only offer a plastic ambience at best. 
There is of course the inevitable question 
of architecturally how should the new 
additions be? Examining the context of 
the Railles, it is obvious that the new 
additions must respect the spirit of the 
place. Discreet interviews with guests at 
the Railles conducted by the author 
sought to identify the reasons for their 
love of the Hotel ("like" is a gross under
statement). One guest perhaps put it 
most succinctly, "Here I feel at home, 
relaxed - I do not feel rushed and this 
hotel has a certain charm, a totally diffe
rent atmosphere from the other hotels. 
Yes, the service may be slower here but if 
guests want speed, they should book into 
one of those Hyatts or Holiday Inns, not 
the Railles". 

Will sense and sensitivity prevail suffi
ciently for the Railles to rise again with 
grandeur above all the commercial plastic 
mass and re-establish itself as the premier 
hotel in Singapore? We can only wait 
with bated breath. 
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The three-storey high 
atrium with its "largest marble 
dining hall in the East" 
presently houses the "Tiffin 
Room" that serves traditional 
English tea with finger 
sandwiches and muffins. 

Richard K.F. Ho gmduated 
with Honours fi'om the 
National University of 
Singapore and is in private 
practice. His Final Yea/' 
Design Thesis was to 
rehabilitate and extend the 
Rajjles into a 400-l"Oom 
luxUlY hotel and knit it back 
to the city fobric. 


