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When the Bulgarian State Radio and Television Female Vocal Choir toured the United States in 1988 after the surprising commercial success of its album "Le Mystere des Voix Bulgares" (Nonesuch), the choir's singular sound was enough to enthrall listeners. Singing concert arrangements of traditional songs, usually unaccompanied, the choir of two dozen women sounds both angelic and, to American ears, gorgeously alien. When the choir, conducted by Dora Hristova, came to Avery Fisher Hall on Friday night, some of the novelty had worn off, but familiarity makes the music barely less remarkable. 

The choir is recruited from folk singers in Bulgaria's distinct regions, which are separated by mountains; for the first half of the concert, choir members wore six different regional costumes. In the choir, the women learn to sing written arrangements as an ensemble while holding on to local styles that call for only one to four singers. 

The arrangements give the group a concert-hall refinement, and they often transform the songs ingeniously while respecting their sources. "Ogreyalo Yasno Slantse" developed a shifting polyphony; "S Gaida na Horo" used antiphonal singing, rhythmic chanting and expansive chords. "Zazheni se Gyuro" backed a melody with chords out of 20th-century classical music, while "Dilmano, Dilbero" gave its chords a rhythmic heft and moved through daring harmonic changes. One of the encores, an arrangement of Stephen Foster's "Oh! Susanna," brought Bulgarian harmonies to American turf. 

But it is the local, solo styles that make the music so startling -- especially the music of the Shope region, in which a melody line and a drone share close, often dissonant intervals, and voices can be cuttingly nasal or let loose with wide ululations and high, unexpected yips. Soloists, among them Olga Borisova, Nadezhda Hvoyneva, Radka Alexova, Kremena Stancheva and Vasilka Andonova, gave performances full of home-grown inflections and barbed and curlicued ornamentation. Instrumental medleys for gadulka (vertical fiddle), tamboura (long-necked lute), kaval (flute) and gaida (bagpipes) showed the similarity of Bulgarian vocal and instrumental timbres. 

The mere existence of the choir, which was started in 1952, threatens to homogenize local styles by lessening their isolation. In fact, the singing voices are sweeter now than they were on recordings from a generation ago. Yet the choir depends on the vitality of local styles and makes them seem ever more precious. The soloists' penetrating, quivering notes and adamant dissonance shine more brightly against the velvet backdrop of pretty classical chords.
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