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Huun-Huur Tu’s throat-singing reflects its unique world in Tuva

March 14, 2003

By Will Lindner 

Music Correspondent 

When the sky is clear enough and the sun, dropping away into evening darkness or rising hopefully in the morning, is briefly upon the horizon like a coin on the edge of a cup, the rays of sunlight sometimes appear to divide. You can see them slanting toward the earth at near but distinct angles. In Tuva, people have a name for this phenomenon: “sun propeller,” or, in the Tuvan language, “huun-huur tu.” 

Thus the name of the quartet of musicians from that remote, mountainous republic just northeast of Mongolia, who travel the world with their exotic, evocative music and are known more familiarly as the Tuvan throat singers. Theodore C. Levin, an ethnomusicologist from Dartmouth College who discovered Huun-Huur Tu 10 years ago and helped bring them to the outside world, reveals the basis of their name. 

“For the members of Huun-Huur Tu the refraction of light that produces these rays seems analogous to the ‘refraction’ of sound that produces articulated harmonics in Tuvan throat-singing.” 

It is this characteristic – separated, harmonious sounds emanating from a single vocalist – that is the hallmark of traditional Tuvan singing. It usually consists of a deep, guttural drone, paired with whistling sounds sweeping and diving like playful birds. The sound is almost delusional, seemingly so unrelated to the singer that the Western listener isn’t entirely sure it exists. 

That only begins to describe the otherworldliness of the music Huun-Huur Tu will perform Saturday, March 15, at the Thetford Hill Congregational Church in Thetford, beginning at 7:30 p.m. 

Part of a tour of the Americas that will also take them to Mexico and the West Coast, the group’s Vermont appearances will include daytime concerts at Oxbow High School (March 17), Randolph High School and Stowe Elementary School (both March 24), Barre Town and Essex Junction middle schools (March 25), and Waitsfield Elementary and Middlebury Middle School (March 26). This singular educational and musical experience is sponsored by Project Harmony of Waitsfield, and was coordinated by Sherry Merrick of Post Mills (who produces Hanover’s annual Christmas Revels). 

That Huun-Huur Tu perceived a connection between a visual phenomenon – the “sun-propeller” – and the unseen refraction of sound is consistent with the spirit and roots of its music. It is the music of people – herders and nomads – who are of a piece with their environment; it is not so much imposed human “art” as reverential mimicry – though it has its lusty, playful aspects, too. 

The musicians accompany their vocals on traditional Asian stringed and bowed instruments – the igil, the byzaanchi, the marinhuur – with percussion supplied by an array of tools, from a skin-covered drum to the dazhaanning khavy (a rattle made from bull scrotum and sheep knee-bones), to a pair of disembodied hooves that clop convincingly to evoke a herder’s life spent on horseback. 

In a 1999 article in Scientific American that in part analyzed the physical processes that create Tuvan harmonic singing, Levin and co-author Michael Edgerton wrote: “From atop one of the rocky escarpments that crisscross the south Siberian grasslands and taiga forest, one’s first impression is of an unalloyed silence as vast as the land itself. Gradually the ear habituates to the absence of human activity. Silence dissolves into a subtle symphony of buzzing, bleating, burbling, cheeping, whistling – the sounds of insects, beasts, water, birds, wind. … For the semi-nomadic herders who call Tuva home, the soundscape inspires a form of music that mingles with these ambient murmurings. ... Tuva is like a musical Olduvai Gorge – a living record of a protomusical world where nature and human-made sounds blend.” 

The members of Huun-Huur Tu were all born between 1960 and 1966. Two were raised as shepherds. They are precise and thoughtful musicians with a breadth of musical experience from jazz-rock to classical, whose preservation of the ancestral sounds of their homeland is studied and purposeful. 

This writer was fortunate enough to spend a week with Huun-Huur Tu at a music festival in Petrozavodsk, Karelia (a northern province of Russia) in April 2001. A highlight of that experience was a formal concert presented by Huun-Huur Tu at the Russian Theater that left a sizable audience of Russians and musicians from various parts of the world hushed, humbled and transfixed. 

In America, we rightfully lament the homogenization of the world. It is a matter perhaps of pride to some but to others of embarrassment that this homogenization has a distinctly American-corporate cast to it. But there remain places less touched by an insipid mass culture, and Tuva, judging by its stirring, unique music, appears to be one of them. 

Furthermore, there is a lesson in this for we who inhabit the Green Mountains: Vermont, in places, still has a singing environment. We should be sure to go and listen to it. 

Huun-Huur Tu will perform, Saturday, March 15, at 7:30 p.m., at the Thetford HillCongregational Church in Thetford, sponsored by Project Harmony. Suggested donation is $12.50, $6 for children . 
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