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S
he has nurtured more than one generation of Sin-
gapore’s prominent cellists.

Yet, cello teacher Herminia Ilano, 75, insists
she has never worked a day in her life.

“Teaching for me is not work,” she says. “I
do not get up in the morning and think, ‘Oh, I have to go
to work’. I think, ‘Oh, I get to teach!’”

Born in Manila, Mrs Ilano came to Singapore in 1979
to join the Singapore Symphony Orchestra, where she
was the sub-principal cellist until 1994.

She has been teaching the cello for 42 years and esti-
mates her students to number more than a hundred.

And they have not forgotten her.
Four of her best and brightest ex-pupils will hold a

chamber recital in her honour on Sept 10 at the Arts
House.

The recital, Living With Mrs Ilano’s Cello Family, will
feature Leslie Tan of the T’ang Quartet, 47; Chan Wei
Shing, 46, and Song Woon Teng, 43, both from the Singa-
pore Symphony Orchestra; and soloist Loke Hoe Kit, 24,
who released his debut album last year.

“We called the concert Mrs Ilano’s Cello Family
because she is like our cello mother,” says Loke, who
started learning the instrument from Mrs Ilano at age 13.

“She is very motherly, she makes you want to do bet-
ter to make her happy.”

Mrs Ilano says her reputation as a mellow cello
matriarch is a far cry from her early teaching days.

“I was very strict back then,” she recalls. “All my stu-
dents would cry.”

However, she came to realise she was not making the
cello appealing to her students.

“I realised that I wanted them to look for the beauty of
the music,” she says. “They would tell me, the cello
sounds so depressing. And I’ll say yes, the cello sounds
anguished, but it touches the heart because it’s held near
the heart.”

Mrs Ilano studied for her master of music degree on a
Fulbright-Hays scholarship at the Catholic University in
Washington, graduating in 1964. She then became a mu-
sic professor at the University of the Philippines from
1965 to 1978.

Once here, she taught mostly advanced pupils of the
cello. In 1994, she moved back to the Philippines because
her husband, Renato, also a music teacher, did not enjoy
living in Singapore.

She returned in 2000, following his death at age 64
from cancer of the pancreas. Since then, she has been
teaching younger children, from age five.

“I wanted to experience teaching kids for a change,”
she says. “Kids are harder to teach. You need to immerse
them in a world of play, otherwise they will get bored.”

For her, the most interesting thing about teaching
kids is watching them grow. “My first kid student, my
guinea pig, was in 2002. He was six years old,” she
recalls.

“Now, he is 18 and tall as a giraffe. And still coming
back to me,” she adds fondly.

She used to juggle up to 10 students a day, but had to
cut back on her teaching hours when she got tonsillitis in
March this year. Now she teaches about three students a
day but still finds herself working up to 10pm.

“I cannot say no to them,” she admits, about the stu-

dents who come to her. “I always think, what if there is
something I could do for this particular kid that nobody
else can do? And now they will never be able to enjoy the
cello because I’ve refused them?”

After her illness, she had to move out of the two-room
Holland Drive flat, where she lived alone, because she
could not handle the housework. She now lives in Clem-
enti with her daughter Cecille, 44, a learning support
teacher, and her grand-daughter Gabrielle, 16, a student
at St Joseph’s Institution International.

“They are very tolerant of my students,” says Mrs
Ilano of her family. “Especially Gabrielle. Her room is
down the stairs from where they are scraping and making
noise all the time, but she never complains.”

Mrs Ilano also has a son, Rigoberto, 45, a computer
salesman, who lives in Sydney with her other two
grand-daughters, aged six and 10.

Neither of her children knows music. “I made sure
they didn’t,” she confesses. “Back in the Philippines, you
have these family quartets playing in the hotels. Father,

mother and children. I was afraid we would become like
that, for there is no career in that.

“Now I regret that decision though,” she says. “But it
is too late.”

Instead, she has her massive cello family. “I’m glad
my students remember me,” she says. “Leslie Tan, for
instance – 35 years ago I taught him and he still never for-
gets my birthday. Wherever he is in the world, on Dec 24
he will call me to wish me happy birthday.”

When she was sick with tonsillitis, one nine-year-old
student was so worried, he forced his parents to take him
to her flat. He panicked when she did not answer the
door. “He thought I was dead!” recalls Mrs Ilano with a
laugh.

Another student, who moved to the United States,
sent her a cello as a gift five years ago. “I had such a
shock when I found out how much it was,” she says. “It
was worth $2,000!”

She still has it, and uses it for her lessons once in a
while.

She says that she felt “blessedly happy” when Loke
told her about the tribute they were planning. “I am look-
ing forward to it very much,” she says.

When does she plan to stop teaching? She has no idea.
“If I don’t teach, what will I do?” is her rhetorical

response. I still want to make cellists. I’ll teach it till I can
do nothing else.”
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Doctors, lawyers and some of Singapore’s biggest politi-
cal names have been taught by him.

And many do not forget their old band conductor.
Associate Professor Ho Hwee Long, 72, estimates he gets
at least one to three wedding invitations a year from
ex-students.

One of those invites was from Prime Minister Lee
Hsien Loong and Ms Ho Ching in 1985. Both played in the
National Junior College symphonic band under Prof Ho –
PM Lee in the 1960s and Ms Ho in the 1970s. PM Lee,
now 60, played the clarinet and Ms Ho, 59, was a drum
major.

Did band experience help his ex-students get to where
they are today? Prof Ho certainly thinks so. “There is
great educational value in music,” he says. “You learn dis-
cipline. You learn judgment, not just of the quality of a
piece but the quality of people. And through accommodat-
ing your bandmates, you learn to live with others.”

He has been teaching students for 43 years now, since
he first took up his position as bandmaster of Nationa Jun-
ior College in 1969.

“How many students have I taught?” he muses. “I
can’t count. Thousands at least.”

Today, he leads three bands. Besides National Junior
College’s band, he conducts the symphonic band of the
National Institute of Education and the National Universi-
ty of Singapore Wind Symphony.

He also coordinates the National Institute of Educa-
tion’s specialist diploma in band directing, which he
helped found in 2004 as a course for school band conduc-
tors.

“A lot of young musicians who want to conduct in
school bands have no qualifications,” he explains.

“They usually start out as band players, but they
know nothing about teaching techniques, about how to
explain music to a student. With this diploma, I hope one
day to see more professional orchestras conducted by Sin-
gaporeans.”

All this adds up to about 15 hours of teaching and con-
ducting a week.

Beyond instructing his conductors in baton work and
pedagogy, he demands that they read widely – not just
music books but also on history, politics and literature.

“The conductor’s job is to find the most beautiful part
of the music and show it to the band,” he explains. “You
can’t do that if you don’t know the context of the music.

“What most people don’t realise is that it’s not just
standing on a podium waving a baton. The band does not
just follow you on autopilot.

“The conductor is visionary, leader, educator,” he
says. “I am a teacher of teachers.”

Prof Ho started learning the piano in lower secondary
school, and later picked up the French horn when he was
17 or 18. He also plays the flute, clarinet and saxophone.

After graduating from the Singapore Teachers’ Train-
ing College in 1962, he went on to obtain a master’s in
music education from Northwestern University in the
United States. There, he studied band conducting.

His wife, 67, is a retired music teacher. He has three
daughters: the eldest, 42, is a choir conductor; the sec-
ond, 36, works in advertising; and the youngest, 27, is a
biology teacher. He also has a two-year-old grand-daugh-
ter.

He does not expect to retire any time soon. “I can only
hope I have done enough,” he says. “I will leave it to my
students to judge me.”
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Veteran cello teacher Herminia
Ilano has taught more than one
generation of students and they
are staging a concert to honour her

Madam Fang Yuan (above), 65, founder and principal of
Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts’s School of Young Tal-
ents, learnt the hard way that discipline in education is
very important.

She started learning the piano when she was six but
was too lazy and did not practise. The Shanghai-born
Madam Fang, who has lived in Singapore since 1984,
said: “My teacher was very nice and didn’t scold me.”

But when she was nine and failed to gain admission to
the affiliated junior school of the prestigious Shanghai
Conservatory of Music, her mother, a retired lawyer who
loved the piano, was furious.

“She beat me all over and dragged me to the kitchen,
where she actually held a knife to my throat,” recalls Mad-
am Fang in Mandarin.

“She told me, ‘Remember how I killed that chicken
yesterday? Now, tell me if you want to practise the piano
or keep on being naughty?’”

Madam Fang chose to practise, and finally entered the
Conservatory’s junior school at age 12. “From that day,”
she says, “I learnt that just because a teacher is nice does
not mean she is good. A good educator must enforce disci-
pline and produce results.”

She was invited to teach at Nanyang Academy of Fine
Arts in 1991, and founded the School of Young Talents in
1999 to allow children from ages four to 18 to pursue mu-
sic at a higher level.

“Singapore was a cultural desert back then,” she says.
“Parents thought that only kids who were poor in academ-
ic pursuits would want to go into music.”

Besides tackling the challenge of changing the atti-

tudes of parents, she also had to put together a curricu-
lum that would be stringent enough to prepare students
for international music examinations, yet flexible enough
to leave them room for other studies.

Thirteen years later, the school now has 4,700 stu-
dents and 74 teachers. The school’s Gifted Young Musi-
cians programme boasts a 97 per cent distinction rate
among its students taking the examinations of the Associ-
ated Board of the Royal Schools of Music, the world’s
leading music examination board. Thirty-six of its stu-
dents are in top music schools across the world.

She estimates she has taught between 100 and 200 stu-
dents, with her oldest student now over 50. She currently
tutors 14 advanced pianists aged 10 to 18. She says she
never raises her voice to scold a child. “If they play badly,
I will not say a word,” she says. “When I say nothing,
then they know they were not good and will apologise.”

She played the piano with the Shanghai Philharmonic
Orchestra from 1973 till she moved here. She became a
Singapore citizen in 1989. She gave up her solo career to
concentrate on her work at Nafa, but not without an-
guish. “I was still receiving invitations to perform,” she
says. “I got one from Moscow, the same time I got my
position at Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts. I turned Mos-
cow down but I wanted to cry.”

Though the decision was a hard one, she has no
regrets today. “I think all musicians should become edu-
cators in the end,” she says.

She is divorced and has no children. “Nanyang Acade-
my of Fine Arts is my baby,” she says. “I have watched
these children grow. They are everything to me.”
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Tribute in strings

Mum held knife to her throatConduct becoming of a teacher

With Teachers’ Day coming up on Friday, SundayLife! salutes two other teachers who have given many students the life-long gift of music
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Mrs Herminia
Ilano taught her
students to see
beyond the
anguished
sounds of the
cello to
appreciate its
heartfelt tones.
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What: Living With Mrs Ilano’s Cello Family
Where: The Arts House, 1 Old Parliament Lane,
Living Room
When: Sept 10, 8pm
Admission: $12 from the Arts House box office or
via the hotline on 6332-6919
Info: Call 6332-6900 or go to
www.theartshouse.com.sg
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