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	   With its cafe table seating, snacks in the lobby, and offset tables assuring nearly un-obscured views for all, the Tuvan throat singers Huun Huur Tu promised to be special, with soft, jazzy vocals (from a tastefully-chosen cd)  proceeding the concert and setting the appropriate mood. It was a fine mood-setter for an indescribable vocal group.

  It's a long way from the lives of a Tuvan animal herder to the life of a touring musical quintet - and Huur Huun Tu has made the long journey, bringing their intense vocal traditions to a new world.

 An introduction explains the geography and peoples of Tuva: the South Siberian Turkic people only number some 150,000 and use their voices to capture elements of the Tuvan natural landscape. Indeed, all of their music reflects some aspect of the nature they live so closely to: the Tuvans make sonic 'maps' of their environment which use throat-singing, whistling and other vocal products to capture natural sounds.

 While the introduction was done by a team of comedians who get the message across by capturing the audience's attention, their approach in no way deterred from the fine information about Tuvan history - and then the band comes on in colorful Chinese-style costumes with exotic-looking native instruments and the audience is captivated from their first song.

 Try to imagine an instrument plucked like a guitar with a series of deep, droning throat solos which evolves into a 3-tone whistling drone: if you didn't see it yourself, it'd be easy to think overdubbing was involved: you can scarcely believe the three notes could drone simultaneously from a single throat - but they do.

 Huur Huun Tu's next song celebrates the mountains and beautiful landscape, the leader explains in broken English - and opens with a rollicking horse beat - complete with a horse neigh which ripples from both throat and a horsebeat instrument dedicated to the galloping rhythm. Then the Tuvan drone/whistle builds behind the instrumental backdrop.

 For some minutes you are off on the Tuvan plain with the horses - complete with neighs, blows, and hoof-stomping - rather than in the OSH JCC auditorium.

 A Spanish guitar appears for the next song, which tells of their people's heritage - a haunting long instrument with flute-like sound enhances this lament.

 The Tuvans also traveled using camel a long time ago: the next song captures this experience and it's interesting to note it as a gentler, more rolling tune which captures the camel ride feel, with vocals ranging high and low in timbre.   Here the ringing whistle blends with the low Tuvan drone in a most satisfying mix. The whistle fade provides a powerful feeling to the swaying camel song.

 All songs are multi-instrumental as well: drums, flutes, and a variety of string instruments create a folk sound but keep the Mongolian landscape running through every song.

 All musicians play instruments on the next piece, a love story with the instrumentals providing the background drone here: a fine backdrop for vocal note highs and lows.  As rolling horsebeat turns over to string instruments, accented laments, and back, the audience is treated to the highs and lows of the Tuvan herder's life.

 Perhaps the most stunning performance was a piece blending bird and wildlife sounds with vocal drones and instruments. The combination was astonishing, poignant, and rooted in the land: one could nearly feel one was in the Tuvan forest.

 It's one thing to hear these sounds on a cd; it's entirely another to see them actually in performance coming from throats which use no feedback, overdubbing or electronic enhancement to gain the spectacular highs, lows, and trills.

 Huur Huun Tu is unabashedly one of the best all-time performances we have ever observed - and we've seen many over the decades. It's a whole new world brought to your doorstep  - compliments of OSH JCC.

  


