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Programme Notes

The unique, refreshing soundscape of Mongol music is closely associated with the nomadic life on the
great Central Asian steppes. The Mongols and their musical cultures are located primarily in Mongolia
and dispersed in a number of its neighboring countries. Music assumes indispensable roles in traditional
Mongol societies. Songs are sung and musical instruments are played while hunting, milking, herding,
re-establishing nursing, and pacifying livestock. Music is also ubiquitous in festivals, celebrations, and
religious rituals. Performing styles and practices of Mongol music have gone through significant changes
since the 1921 revolution and the subsequent rise of socialist modernism. Formed in the early 1990s
soon after the democratic revolution, the Mongolian State Morin Khuur Ensemble is at the forefront of
musical revivals and staging top-notch performances during the post-socialist era, bringing together the
wealth of traditional Mongol repertoires and modern expressive means and techniques. Altogether the
concerts offer a rare musical glimpse into the perpetuation of centuries-old nomadic traditions in modern-
day Mongolia, against ongoing socialist practices and unabated national pride as conceived in much of the

twentieth century.

The Ensemble will open the concerts with a symphonic suite titled Beautiful Mongolia (Mongoliin
Saihan Oron), originally a mid-twentieth-century film music written by the prolific composer Eregzengiin
Choidog (1926—-1988). Graduated from the Moscow University in 1962, Choidog was among the last
in his generation of Mongolian composers, in the 1950s and early 1960s, sent to receive professional
music training from the Soviet Union, where they were equipped with nineteenth-century European
compositional techniques and musical languages. Beautiful Mongolia showcases such influences and

remains a classic in the concert repertoire of modern-day Mongolian nationalist music.

Vocalist Munkhbaatar Bat-Ulzii will sing a piece in the artistic style of Urtiin duu (Long Song). The
length of “long songs” refers not to the duration of the song itself but to highly extended syllables of the
text, resulting in highly melismatic and elaborated melodies. “Long songs” are characterised also by their
exceedingly large melodic range, rich ornamentation and falsetto, as well as the extensive use of trills and
vibrato. The “long song” repertoire is categorised into three main forms according to the extent of their
ornamentations: besreg (abbreviated), suman (general), and aizam (extended). Erdene Zasgiin Unaga (The
Foal of Erdene Province), to be performed on 29/6, belongs to the abbreviated type. Horse is an important
theme in many of these songs. This well-known song praises the agility and intelligence of a horse from
Erdene. The famous song Tiimen Ekb (Myriad’s Leader, alternatively as First of Ten Thousand), to be
performed on 30/6, on the contrary, is an extended long song, which has the broadest ornamentation.
The melody can be dated back to 1696 as a composition by the Darkhan Mongol Chin Wang (prince),
and has served as an opening song to Naadam, a major Mongolian game festival featuring wrestling, horse
racing, and archery, held during mid-summers throughout the country.

Mountains are sacred in Mongolian culture. The Altai mountain ranges, which run through western
Mongolia, has been an important object for worship and reverence in Mongolia, and remain a recurrent
theme in many epic poems, songs, and other musical genres. One important realisation of these is a vocal

style known as Khoomei, or Overtone/Throat Singing, where vocalists simultaneously produce two or



more pitches through selectively amplifying the upper partials (harmonics). This is achieved by means
of controlling the lips, tongue, and larynx. The lower pitch serves as a drone (a sustained long note) and
the upper melody appears like whistling. Traditionally used to lull babies to sleep and to calm animals,
Khoomei was elevated to a national art form in the 1930s and 1940s and has since been staged as a virtuosic
performance that comes to represent Mongolia. Khoomei is indigenous to the mountainous Altai regions,
where the droning sound of strong mountain wind is said to be the origin of this national vocal art. The

Ensemble will perform a piece titled Hymn of Altai Mountain that features Khoomei overtone singing.

Programmatic instrumental music occupies a central position in the expressive arts of Central Asian nomadic
cultures. Musicians and audience in these cultures believe that instrumental music, without being limited
by words (lyrics) and their textual contents, is superior to songs when narrating stories. Instrumental music
is performed and listened to as a form of story-telling. The Mongolian zatlaga represents an important genre
in this tradition, alongside the Kazakh kui, Kyrgyz kuu, and a few others. Horse remains an important icon
in these programmatic instrumental pieces, where horse paces—galloping, cantering, and different styles of
trotting—are often vividly depicted on musical instruments. The pieces Jonon of Baldan Zasag (29/6 only)
and Jonon of Gobi (30/6 only) represent this genre.

The modernist composer and pianist Byambasuren Sharav (b.1952) is known for his unique synthesis of
traditional Mongolian elements and European musical techniques in his compositions, as showcased in
his eight concertos, three symphonies, four ballets, among others. We will hear five of his compositions:
Harmony of Jubilation and Melody of Heart (29/6 only); Mist, Hillock of Naadam and The Steppe Awaken
(30/6 only). The melody of Mist comes from the love theme of the Mongolian romantic film Summer with
Extra Month (Iiidi sartai zun) (1987), which, set in the late 1980s, portrays the life of the young man Galaa and
his lover Ariunaa.

Another major figure in Mongolia’s twentieth-century musical nationalism is the composer Natsagiin
Jantsannorov (b.1948). In the concerts we will hear his well-known composition Wise Queen Mandukhai
(Mandukhai Tsetsen Hatan), written based on the legend of the fifteenth-century khatun (female khan or
khagan) named Mandukhai (c.1449—-1510), who was the last descendent of Kublai Khan (1215-1294).
After her husband died, Mandukhai adopted the young orphan Baumunkh, then the last living direct
descendent of Genghis Khan. Mandukhai renamed him “Dayan Khan” (the “great khan”) and married
him when he turned nineteen. She herself became the khatun again and retained control over the
military. Today Mandukhai is remembered for her lengthy reign, during which she defeated the Oirats
(western Mongols) and upheld the supremacy of the eastern Mongols. The music comes from a famous

Mongolian film Queen Mandukhbai the Wise (1987).

The Mongolian State Morin Khuur Ensemble is also committed to staging performances that feature
modern settings of traditional music, including new compositions that utilise the European orchestral forms.
One of these is concerto, a genre that features a prominent, virtuosic musical instrument performed with

ensemble accompaniment. The audience will enjoy one concerto by Natsagiin Jantsannorov (29/6 only)



and one concertino by Byambasuren Sharav (30/6 only) written for the yazga, a Mongolian plucked zither
with movable bridges. It is a close sibling of various East Asian instruments, such as the Chinese zheng, the
Korean gayageum, and the Japanese koto. Traditionally a court instrument, the yazga has gone through major
changes during its revival in the mid-twentieth century, influenced initially by Korean gayageum and later by
the reformist Chinese zheng.

A number of well-known modern Mongolian composers served simultaneously as orchestral and opera
or ballet conductors. The composer Tsegmidiin Namsraijav (1927—-1987) was the first conductor of the
Mongolian Symphony Orchestra, which was founded in 1957. His one-movement symphonic poem
Gobi Gurvansaikhan (Gobi Three Beauties) depicts the sounds of nature and animals of the Gobi, a desert
region in southern Mongolia. The “three beauties” metaphor is commonly used to refer to the eastern,
middle, and western ranges of the Gurvan Saikhan Mountains. The composer Jamyangiin Chuluun
(1928-1996) is simultaneously a violinist and conductor who served at the Mongolian State Academic
Theater of Opera and Ballet as well as the Mongolian State Philharmonic Orchestra. His Adagio is taken
from the ballet Uran Khas (Skillful Khas), which, produced in 1973, is one of the over twenty operas and
ballets he directed or produced. The story of Uran Khas revolves around the theme of love between a
craftsman named Khas and his lover Khandarmaa.

The mainstay of the Ensemble is the two-string bowed fiddle morin khuur, popularly known as the “horse-
head fiddle”, a Mongolian national music icon also listed as a UNESCO Intangible Cultural Heritage of
Humanity. The morin khuur has been a beloved theme of many myths, fables, and legends, one of which
tells of the origin of this instrument. In one version, a herder named Khékho Namjil was offered a
magical winged horse named Jonan Khar by a spirit master. Every night, the winged horse flew him to his
distant home to see his lover, and every morning, the horse brought him back to work. One day a jealous
woman cut off the wings of the horse and killed it in order to stop Khokhoo Namjil from leaving. Deeply
grieved, he created the first morin khuur from the skull, bones, skin, and hair of the horse. Mongolia’s
well-known horse cult looms large in many of these stories, and the cantering, trotting, and galloping of

the horse are extensively mimicked on the versatile instrument.

The morin khuur has a trapezoidal resonating body attached to a long fretless fingerboard with a carved
horse head on its end. Its strings and bow are made from the hair of the horse’s tail; its resonating body is
made entirely of wood, although in some earlier versions it was covered with animal skin. Performers of
the morin khuur make extensive use of overtones as well as a wide range of sliding and stroking techniques
to mimic a variety of natural sounds and to achieve the narrative qualities assumed for many Central
Asian nomadic instruments. The morin khuur plays in a variety of solo and ensemble settings, including
the accompanying of Urtiin duu. It was elevated to the status of Mongolia’s national instrument during
much of the twentieth century. The Ensemble will perform a morin kbuur concerto written in 1991 by
Byambasuren Sharav (29/6 only), the third of its kind of the composer, and another one (30/6 only)
written by Zunduin Khangal (1948-1996), who attended music school in Almaty, Kazakhstan and the



Soviet Union during the 1960s and 1970s. Khangal’s works are known for their setting of Mongolian

styles in European classical musical idioms, including string quartets, concertos, ballets, and film music.

Songs remain a major genre in modern Mongolian musical expressions. Vocalist Munkhbaatar Bat-Ulzii
will sing a number of well-known traditional Mongolian songs at the concerts, including A Nana and
Khukh Torgon Tsamts (The Shirt in Blue Silk) (29/6 only); Gavalmaa and Looloi (30/6 only). Towards the
end of the concerts we will hear again from some of the beloved tunes written by Natsagiin Jantsannorov.
The Ensemble will perform Guardian Spirit of the Saint (29/6 only), which is originally taken from the
soundtrack of a film of the same title. The saint here refers to Dulduityn Danzanravjaa (1803-1856), a
renowned Mongolian poet and the fifth (out of seven) Mongolian incarnates of the Gobi Noyon Khutagt
(Saint of the Gobi; before which there were thirty-three Tibetan and Indian incarnations dating two
millennia back). Danzanravjaa wrote over 300 poems in both the Tibetan and Mongolian languages, and
is known for his commitment to public education. Mongolia’s democratic revolution in the early 1990s
brought about a revival of Genghis Khan, who had previously been portrayed by the Communist regime
as a barbaric aggressor and feudal tyrant. In the concerts we will hear Jantsannorov’s famous song
Let the Mount Burkbhan Khaldun Bless You, taken from soundtracks of Minkh Tengeriin Khiichin Dor
(Eternal Power of the Sky) (1992), a film about Genghis Khan, who once climbed up to his birthplace
Mount Burkhan Khaldun to pray for mercy for his deeds and sins and to entrust his nation to the
mountains and waters. The song Power of Two Grayish Steeds tells the story of the two grayish horses
worshiped and adored by Genghis Khan.

Programme notes provided by Dr Chuen-Fung Wong



