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Afire with flamenco  

For Dr Daphne Huang, flirting with flamenco sparked a lifelong passion for the art form. By 
Natalie Koh  

Dr Daphne Huang  
Medical doctor in nursing homes,  
Lim Hwang & Associates 

TAKING up a hobby isn't much of a big deal. In this day and age, everyone needs one to maintain 
some sort of work- 

life balance so as to keep sane. But while most hobbies are designed to do little more than relieve 
stress, Daphne Huang found one she became so passionate about that it dictated the course of her 
life, right down to the man she would eventually marry. 

That hobby was flamenco, and it later grew into something much bigger than your average pastime, 
as, together with her husband, Antonio Vargas, she runs a flamenco club called Los Tarantos, 
offering flamenco classes as well as performances for events. 

It all started nine years ago, when there was barely a flamenco scene in Singapore. Dr Huang was 
working as a medical officer, considering specialisation, when she realised that she didn't want to 
return to the mundane cycle of studying and taking exams.  

So instead, she decided to go on a search for an outlet to express herself. 

Seated at the dining table of her home, located on the second floor of the club's dance studio in an 
exquisite Peranakan shophouse in Geylang, Dr Huang shares, 'Throughout my medical studies, I had 
always liked dance. But I never got a chance to pursue it as a serious hobby because of the way 
medical studies were, at least, in my time.' 

She dabbled in various dance forms before finally landing up with flamenco. Argentine tango, latin 
dance, salsa, you name it, she had tried it, until finally she stumbled on an article on flamenco. 

'It was quite coincidental, because I didn't know anything about what it was then. I started classes, not 
very seriously at first,' she recounts. 'But the turning point came when a few of us went to Andalusia, 
Spain, to join a flamenco workshop which was, at the time, taught by Antonio. That was what opened 
our eyes to what flamenco was, and we were hooked.' 

She had danced ballroom quite a fair bit when she was studying at the University of Edinburgh for two 
years before transferring to Singapore, yet flamenco stood heads above ballroom dance forms 
because of its unique style.  

'It was different from anything I had ever come across. It's challenging, in a sense that pure flamenco 
is a live art form with live music, while most of the other dances are more of routines to CD music. 
Flamenco is more serious, because you have to learn to work with a guitarist and a singer, and each 
musician does it differently,' she says. 

Another thing that attracted her to the dance was how dynamic it was. 'It's got a huge range,' she 
enthuses. 'From being extremely sombre, sad and angsty to extremely happy and light. It allows you 
to express a huge range of emotions.' 

'Also, it was an art form that was new at the time. and it has all these multicultural influences - the 
Eastern sound that isn't pure Indian or Arabic - and the interesting mix of rhythm and music, like in the 
gracefulness of the women and its beautiful lyrical lines mixed with the complicated rhythm and 
footwork.' 

'It's not easy,' she laughs. 'It takes many years to manage to do it well.' 

But she has definitely picked up enough skills since her first class nine years ago. So much so that 
she, now 39 years old, teaches beginners classes as part of the company, while her husband offers 
the masterclasses. 

A seasoned dancer, choreographer and musician, the 71-year-old Mr Vargas plays the guitar, 
percussion, piano and cello and is well-versed in all styles of music and dance. Following that 
flamenco class in Andalusia (which is the birth place of flamenco) where the couple first met, Mr 
Vargas was invited to Singapore to give a flamenco workshop, and then a few more after that, which 
was when they started dating. 

Did he have anything to do with her love for flamenco then? 'Maybe,' she laughs. 'Probably without 
me realising it.' 

The couple now have a six-year-old son, a four-year-old daughter, and a third child - Los Tarantos, 
which they had started up together in 2009. 

'Mainly, we wanted to bring people together and develop flamenco in a different direction from what 
people expect from it,' Dr Huang shares.  

'There's still a stigma that flamenco can only be done well by a Spanish dancer. When we get queries 
for gigs, we are always asked if the dancer is Spanish, instead of whether the dancer is good. So we 
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kind of want to break this barrier that it's about being Spanish,' she says. 'Because it's not, it's as 
international as modern dance or ballet is.' 

Obviously, she couldn't juggle running the dance company, teaching classes, taking care of her kids 
and working full-time as a general practitioner (which she was at the time), so she decided to join 
another clinic that was in charge of nursing homes, which allowed more flexible working hours.  

'Within my Monday to Friday rosters, I go to different nursing homes, and on days that I have to teach, 
I work half-days,' she shares. 'One reason I decided to make this change was for the flexi hours, and 
another reason was that when I was studying, geriatrics was something I really enjoyed. So even 
though I chose not to be a specialist, that was the kind of work I wanted to do.' 

She loves both work and flamenco equally, and she says she wouldn't swop one for the other. 'It's 
hard to compare them, because both are very different,' she muses. 'They serve different purposes, 
and fill different gaps in my life.' 

On the flamenco scene in Singapore now, Dr Huang says that there still is lots of room to grow. 
Granted, a lot more people know about it now than they did a decade ago, but the scene is still too 
small, such that her company has trouble finding musicians to accompany the dancers. 

'If we continue exposing flamenco to people, I believe the interest will grow. We're doing something 
exciting, which is to encourage local people here - not just dancers but musicians too - to combine 
flamenco with other art forms, such as jazz, classical, contemporary and even hip-hop' she says. 

'By encouraging artistic exchanges with people who are based here, I think the scene will slowly 
become more interesting and vibrant,' she adds. 'It's still very niche at the moment, but I think that will 
change.'  
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