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Golden-Throated Tuvans Mesmerize

Huun-Huur-Tu

At the Canadian Memorial Church  on Friday, March 29, 2003

By Jessica Werb
Nothing in music circles has quite marvelled, fascinated, and entranced the ears of musicians and listeners like the sound of Tuvan throat-singing, brought to the global stage by the virtuosic quartet Huun-Huur-Tu. It is a sound that is virtually impossible to describe, at once primordial, spine-tingling, and stunningly beautiful. It also appears impossible: the Tuvans have developed a miraculous singing technique by which a deep, gravelly note is held while high above harmonic overtones are sequenced into melodies and manipulated. 
Artists such as Frank Zappa, Ry Cooder, Johnny "Guitar" Williams, and the Kronos Quartet have all fallen under the spell of Tuvan music, sparking collaborations with Huun-Huur-Tu in musical genres from across the board. The diverse crowd that packed the sold-out show at the Canadian Memorial United Church on March 28 was a testament to just how far-reaching and boundless the appeal of Tuvan throat-singing has become. 
Smithsonian Folkways' 1990 release of Tuva: Voices From the Center of Asia, a field recording of throat singers in the former Soviet Autonomous Republic of Tuva, north of Mongolia, sparked a flood of interest in what was previously an anonymous, virtually unknown region. Soon after, the founding members of Huun-Huur-Tu came together to present the traditional songs of their homeland to audiences abroad. And what may have started off, for many listeners, as mere curiosity has become a true appreciation for their artistry. 
The concert that Huun-Huur-Tu performed on Saturday was, quite simply, a joy to attend. Dressed to kill in their traditional Mongolian silk outfits, Kaigal-ool Khovalyg, Sayan Bapa, Anatoli Kuular, and Alexei Saryglar appeared unjaded by whirlwind global touring. Consummate professionals, they engaged the crowd with explanations in broken English of each song's meaning and graciously accepted the cheers of their audience after each performance. They spoke, then played, of barren landscapes, homesickness, the nomad life, and different kinds of love. All four members are masters of different throat-singing techniques, but they are accomplished instrumentalists as well. Traditional percussion, igil (similar to a banjo), byzaanchi (a bowed, viol-like instrument), xomuz (mouth harp), and guitar accompanied their voices on songs that evoked the earth, the seasons, hoof beats, and the wind. 
Steeped in a tradition of mimesis, Tuvan music is inspired by sounds of nature; Huun-Huur-Tu's pieces are filled with an onomatopoeia of sounds at once strange and familiar. In one extended soundscape, even the sound of an elk in rutting season was introduced, but rather than being a source of humour, it added an evocative, mournful element to a piece that spoke of longing and reflection. 
This concert by Huun-Huur-Tu was much more than a demonstration of Tuvan traditional song; it was a mesmerizing, moving, and breath-taking experience. The enthusiasm and adulation that have greeted this group since its inception are every bit deserved. 
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