CENTRAL ASIA

Excerpt from a Mahakala (Buddhist diety) invocation in an hour-long puja (Tibetan Buddhist prayer ritual).  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PPeon29EYnU  (4:48 cymbals & wind inst.)  (Tibet is currently an autonomous region within western China, bordering Nepal and India.)  

Westerners may envision meditative music as quiet and relaxing, but it can be rather startling with crashing cymbals, raucous double reeds, and deep trumpets.
Instead of melodies that outline discrete scale pitches, the melodies of some of these chants consist of:

· slowly sliding pitches, 
· gradually changing timbres,
· and beats than never stay constant.

Some chants are sung in a style that allows a single singer with a growl-like tone to simultaneously create two or three identifiable pitches!  To the Tibetan Buddhists, music is both a means to understanding and enlightenment as well as a reflection of the ultimate truth made briefly audible in this transitory world.

ELEMENTS OF CENTRAL ASIAN MUSIC


Epic songs.  Sung by specially-trained bards, these grand mythic poems may last from hours to days!
Multiphonic singing.  An amazing technique where a single singer can produce two or even three tones at once.  By growling very low tones and adjusting the vocal cavity in specific ways, a singer can resonate certain overtones or partials to sound like a separate whistling sound.  This practice is found throughout Tibet and Mongolia.

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZCkK1AqsIAI 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SxsTtVfdMws (guy getting some good harmonics)
Tone-contour melodies.  Tone-contour melodies lack a conventional melody.  Instead, chants follow subtle and continuous fluctuations of timbre, loudness, and slides between tiny pitch differences.  

TIBETAN INSTRUMENTS, OR RITUAL PRACTICE
Dung-chen.  Enormous 10- to 15-foot metal trumpets.  They play profound rumbling tones that monks of certain monasteries associate with the natural forces of the wind.  Music for these monks has two components:  (1) the external music that is heard, (2) an internal music that accompanies the musician’s soul.  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4pwL6s-4K_c 

Rul-mo.  Large metal cymbals that control the rhythm of rituals.  They are carefully balanced in two hands so that the player can strike them along the edges in a variety of ways ranging from a resounding crash to a delicate sizzle.  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7LSMu5i66OA 

Dbyangs.  A style of ritual chanting where “melodies” consist of subtle changes in timbre, loudness, and sliding pitches.  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WaFUS4HVpGg&feature=PlayList&p=DF84C3A434CFCA06&playnext=1&playnext_from=PL&index=60 
Nga chin.  Only cymbals and nga chin, a kind of double-headed bass drum accompany the ritual chant.  But the chant often alternates with a larger ensemble of instruments that many include the dung-chen trumpets and other instruments.  The nga chin drum is struck with a mallet shaped like a question mark.  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6Tpv-mPuC0g 
Sgra-snyan.  A lute with a long, unfretted neck that sometimes accompanies folk songs.  It has three to seven strings and is often covered in snake skin!!  The number of strings depends upon geographical region.  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=v_KJWenzBto 
Example of Tibetan monk ceremony:  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=en312YYZrgI 

MONGOLIAN MUSIC

The Mongolian culture has traditionally been nomadic.  As a result, the great majority of Mongolian music is vocal.  Songs tend to share pentatonic modes with other Asian regions.  

Urtyn duu.  (also, Urtiin duu).  Means “long song.”  The name is not necessarily because of their duration, but for their free, expansive rhythms, which the singer may draw out to any length.  These highly expressive songs have wide ranges (up to three octaves) and melismas with highly-developed ornamentation and pitch slides, wide vibrato and falsetto.  The long songs are associated with formal celebrations and rituals.

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hcIgvxdRlIw (play through second singer re ornatmentation)

Bogino duu.  Means “short song.”  They are sung informally for different everyday situations.  And they may be long, too.  They have a fixed meter and limited ornamentation.

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Mg6M2ZkYklk 

HOOMII SINGING
The Mongolians have refined the throat singing of the Tibetans in a technique called hoomii.  As in Tibetan throat singing, the singer sings a low, rich tone while contorting the vocal cavities to resonate certain partials or overtones.  These are present in the sound but not normally heard as separate tones.  Through the hoomii technique the partials become so loud that they emerge as a kind of whistle.  As the singer further adjusts the shape of his mouth, different partials become prominent and create a melody even as the low-sung pitch remains constant.

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7rwx-XZh7ns  (@ 1:45)
Although there are important instruments that require advanced technique and virtuoso players, their traditional role is to provide accompaniment.  Instrumental orchestras were found in the courts of the Mongolian empire, but they died out with the disappearance of the courts.  Today purely instrument music is not as common as songs.  Yet, here are some Mongolian instruments:

Khomuz.  A type of jaw’s harp.  It has a stiff strip of metal or wood that is plucked and resonated by the player’s mouth.  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JKh-kQTs03c&feature=PlayList&p=448EE73CCCE99FB9&index=0&playnext=1 
Morin huur.  A bowed instrument of the lute type with a carved top in the shape of a horse’s head—sometimes known as the horse-head fiddle. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=krLNM0SoGl4 (beat @ 0:52)

Topshuur.  A two-string, unfretted lute, held and plucked.  The resonator may be oblong or circular and also covered with skin.  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2Bi0xSOWUPs 

Limba.  A small, portable transverse bamboo flute used in accompanying songs.  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qozpAzspzw0 (black limba flute, but not in a Mongolian setting)
Mongolian “music video” of sorts, showing the traditional nomadic tent, ger.
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MMZ2Sx1f2-o&feature=PlayList&p=10853D50201AD901&playnext=1&playnext_from=PL&index=2 
