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There was something very light about the concert of Novo Concertante 
Manila (henceforth referred to as Novo), In Full Bloom. No formalities 

at the lobby of the University of the Philippines (UP) Institute of Civil 
Engineering, just a long line to the ticket table. When you enter the 
David M. Consunji Theater, you’ll see that it really is just a venue for 
student activities. However, the simplicity was perfect for what I think 
is a significant performance. At this time when artists seem to strive for 
something new, shiny, and provocative, during a time when competitions 
and rivalries on the global stage are explosive assertions of self-interest, 
Novo provides a space to rest with well-rendered, heartwarming music 
where listeners can feel safe and welcome. 
	 This is not to say that Novo is incapable of competing. In fact, it 
has been winning prizes in competitions abroad, such as the Concorso 
Internazionale de Canto Corale Seghizzi in Gorizia, Italy. Conductor 
Arwin Tan, after all, was a member of the internationally acclaimed 
Philippine Madrigal Singers, established by the renowned late Filipina 
choral conductor and Philippine National Artist for Music, Andrea 
Veneracion. 
	 Novo’s high ranking at contests speaks of the choir’s musical 
pedigree. That said, it seems to have a culture of modesty about 
achievements, enabling an atmosphere of joyous recollection. In the 
concert In Full Bloom, this recollection was enabled by both the choir’s 
modesty and the infusion of the program with popular songs by Filipino 
and international composers. 
	 The repertoire was a long list of favorites that follow the themes 
of love and connection. The choices, notably, were diverse, including a 
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rock anthem, “With or Without You” by U2, and a song from a K-Drama, 
“Bogopshida,” associated with the K-Drama Stairway to Heaven. Being 
a student of music, I wondered if its culturally inclusive selection was 
a function of its conductor being a musicologist—in fact, the current 
head of UP College of Music’s Musicology department. 
	 However, what caught my attention more were the Filipino love 
songs that I barely hear these days. I could not help but wipe my eyes 
multiple times after “Sana Ay Ikaw Na Nga” and “Tamis ng Unang Halik,” 
songs with tender melodies that were once frequently on the airwaves. 
Towards the end of the program, Conductor Tan made everyone in the 
audience feel even more like family. He called other choirs performing 
on the same day “friends,” and repeatedly thanked the audience for 
attending the show. His warm words complemented the jokes delivered 
by the concert’s host, Novo alum O. J. Mariano, who also sang with the 
choir for the final number. 
	 It was no wonder that the audience applauded heartily for the 
choir, some even giving it a standing ovation. While being grounded on 
music fundamentals, Novo lets the people in the audience feel that it was 
all about musical excellence. This former recital choir, which also serves 
at a Catholic parish on Sundays, is also about family and community. 
	 Novo Concertante Manila does not seem to be one of the choirs 
that seeks to be the top in the country. Even then, it performs excellently, 
and the sound is vital with its warmth. 
	 Attending one of Novo’s concerts will show you that there is more 
to concerts than just innovation and ambition. It is also about being 
grounded in human emotions in local contexts—and for this reason, 
Novo Concertante Manila has its place in today’s Philippine musical 
landscape.  
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