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History and Geography
of Khoronko-Band started in 1988, when Dmitry Khoronko, a student of Leningrad State Institute of Theatre, Music and Cinematography, got an idea – to write and stage a play, based on one song of Alexander Vertinskiy, The Yellow Angel. Moreover, to make it “real”, since he believed the great chansonnier was “far too distant from modern generation”. 

However, in real life, things had quite an ordinary start. At the age of twelve, yet a student of a regular public school, Khoronko announced he was going to enroll in the Theatre Institute in Leningrad. His grandmother, an actress of a puppet-show, every weekend would tell little Dmitry fascinating theatre stories, thus abundantly encouraging his love for theatre. Khoronko was dreaming of the stage career, but his dreams featured a very unusual, almost provocative, rowdy theatre. At school his passion for art was not well accepted, rather it provoked disapproval: while every descent soviet student was going to become a worker or an engineer, he wanted to be a… However, friends somehow thought this decision was worth some respect, probably because it is a 26-hours train ride from Kharkov to Leningrad. 

Soon Khoronko became a student of Leningrad Theatre Institute. That’s where he got the idea to convert The Yellow Angel into a theatre play, though that dream came true only 12 years later. Nonetheless, that’s when Khoronko counts his creative career form. During the first years of his student life in Leningrad, the young performer and his friends attempted to conquer the music Olympus. Khoronko himself, a violinist, and a bass-guitarist went to Nizhniy Novgorod to take part in a contest of singing actors. The trio presented a new, alternative version of Russian folk song Shumel Kamysh (Cane Whisper) a-la Bobby Mc Ferrin. That version was born at one of the drunken nights in their student dorm. The jury was quite impressed, though not enough to award the trio with a prize – the young people only received a wooden spoon (a.k.a. reward), and a piece of advice – to go and learn to sing better.  

After a year long break, Khoronko starts gathering another band. That time he took great interest in Jacque Brell, who breached traditional French chanson, and made it absolutely wild. Khoronko adopted the style of jazz bands of 50s and 70s, but spiced it with his own, unbelievable, amazing ideas. They would replace one instrument with another, sublimate the sounds, and generally do everything that would strike their mind.  “It was like exaggerating the reality”, remembers Khoronko. “Hyperbolization Sur”. And there it came - there was their first night in 1995, on the small stage of Lensovet Theatre. “The audience was shocked by our insolence and absolute inability to play musical instruments”, says Dmitry. “We played very clumsily, but it had a blast!” The band themselves call their work of that period an “art-rustle”. However, all that “rustle and squealing” rendered the musicians too undergroundish, while they yearned to play music. Khoronko decided to leave the band. The theatre period was over. Now was time for music. 

By 1997 Khoronko joins in with professional musician. Hence, they start using musical notation and applying jazz harmony. The pianist Viktoria Rubtsova invites her father, a jazz musician with great experience. “He arranged all my thoughts and wishes”, says Khoronko. The band consisted of a double bass, a guitar, percussions, a violin, an accordion, a piano, and vocal. This band finally won the prize at a famous contest for singing actors. 

Time went by, and the band changed. Instead of the double bass, they god a bass-guitar; a clarinet and a saxophone took the place of the violin. Members of the today’s band are all bright and professional individuals. The jazz guitarist studied to become an anthropologist, the arranger had his own jazz quarter in Dushanbe for 12 years, the bass-guitarist used to work with a Russian legendary rock-musician Grebenschikov, and the accordionist used to make his living street playing in Poland, so he knows exactly how accordion should sound. Each musician has an original personality, and adds some spice to the music of the band.   

Who they are
According to the musicians themselves, Khoronko-Band is a modern cabaret on the verge of foul. It is hooliganism carried to absurdity, or absurdity carried to hooliganism. The music component of Khoronko-Band unites the tragedy and jeer of Jaque Brell, psychedelic shade of Alexander Vertinskiy, and cool-jazz that Bruebeck, Piterson, and Monk played in late 50s and early 60s of the last century. 

Listening to the band one gets the impression that no one has performed music like this for the last 50 years here. It is the long forgotten orchestral drive. Khoronko-Band sounds just like a little jazz-band would in a small café for taxi-drivers called something like “Green Light”. At the same time, the band is quite modern. The musicians go clubbing, listen to the latest music styles, and know today’s dollar exchange rate. In the performances they merge symphony jazz with rap, Latino with punk, the lyricism of French chanson of the 60s with rock of the 80s. The band can even play the old trivial “Murka” song for 12 minutes – they start at A minor, go through 5 keys, while citing the Leningrad Symphony by Shostakovich, and popular song of Tarkan – a Turkish pop-singer –, plus using rhythm breaks. This last trick Khoronko learned in Kharkov, where he would often listen to old ladies sing folk songs. Sometimes one of them, singing in a regular 4/4 rhythm would suddenly choke on an apricot-pit, and continue in 5/4. Others, who listened to her, would sing the song that way afterwards. 

The Khoronko-Band set a difficult goal – they want to return the chanson style its good reputation. Nowadays chanson is viewed to be a “low” music, amusement for illiterate and uncultured population. 

“What we have today is not even close to true chanson – it’s bull, - says  Khoronko. - Original “chanson” is a story set to music. Where are those stories? And where is the music?” Modern Russian chanson, as Khoronko puts it, is like “a Mercedes that got a Russian engine, which immediately stopped being a Mercedes”. 

Khoronko-Band is a cheerful ghost that you just cannot take home with you in your head. The audience after their concert feels overwhelmed with emotions, not really understanding what has happened that made them feel that way. This is the provocation. Not many musicians can play for the eating and drinking audience without feeling miserable and humiliated. But that is exactly what Khoronko wants. 

“I try to turn people on in strange, extraordinary ways: I can eat from their plates, spill something on them, but I mean no harm. Although music is a form of aggression, since during those 12 minutes that a person is listening to the song, they are offered a whole bucket of the emotion, even though they’d rather not had any. There are many tricks and pranks to get into other people’s lives without permission. This what I call provocation”.

The musicians carry on a provocative conversation with the audience; make them think of the serious, while letting them laugh at the funny part. “We are not simply amusing the audience, we are having fun with them, - states Khoronko. – I clearly understood that at one of our performances. So I said: Now it’s not 7, but 45 people I have in my band. Come on and get your pay checks.”

The Scary Songs

The new album by Khoronko-Band is called The Scary Songs. Probably because each story has an unhappy end – either death, or lost love, or prison… However, it is not this idea that brings all the songs of the album together. It is love, says Dmitry Khoronko, no matter how banal it may sound. The album does not have one clear concept. It is simply a bunch of stories about people, narrated by a stranger. Stories about simple things, with no introspection, very much like poetry of Vertinskiy and Brell. 

The Scary Songs can hardly be called “an album” in the traditional sense. It is more like “unplugged”, “live” version, than the empty, glossy studio sound. The music, put together for the album is very much like what the band plays live. Most of the songs were written and arranged a couple years ago, performed for some time and  polished off. Besides, some of them, like I didn’t mean to, were written by Khoronko a long time ago, when he was 20.  One could divide all the songs of the album into three categories: those written by Khoronko; those that somehow relate to Vertinskiy; and the Russian folk songs – “Murka”, “Forelock”, “Cane Whisper”, and so on. All of them are performed with great creativity and an element of mockery, so that a trivial public bar song sounds more like an operetta of a glamorous hall. 

The Scary Songs imparts the feeling of a moment, like a real theater, it makes you believe this is what Khoronko is like now. And tomorrow they will be absolutely different. The album contains the music, which the band believes to be the most appropriate for the moment. That’s why it makes the listener want to absorb all the diversity, variety of feelings, before the band comes up with a new bizarre madness. 

About the record

“Khoronko-Band is a great, unique concert band, so the only way to get the adequate studio record was to create an illusion of a live concert, - says Oleg Nesterov. – We had to give up all the studio technology from the last 30-40 years, and get back to the 50s, when there was an incredible amount of jazz bands in America. At the time all records were made in a special way: the musicians would sit in a half-circle around a stereo-microphone, and play.  The so-called MS (mono-stereo) method of recording. This is the only way to tape-record the real sound. It was the only way for us to go, and we did it. We emerged in the atmosphere. The result was completely authentic - what had on the tape was exactly what we heard in the studio. 

We had to find an unusual studio for such experiment. We opted for the 3rd studio of Mosfilm movie-company. It was built in 1962, specifically to record the sound for “War and Peace” - the legendary picture by Sergey Bondarchuk. At the time, the hall looked very much like a movie-theatre of the future – with quadraphonic sound, and even “surround sound”. The acoustic genius - A. Kocherovich, who designed that studio, broke all the “sound rules” of that time, to great disapproval of his colleagues. However, later this studio was recognized as he best in the country – sound reflected evenly from all walls, plus some tricky soundproof systems, and wood paneling. The “golden collection” of Mosfilm movies from 60s to90s were dubbed in this studio. 

We combined MS technology with another, also unusual technique, when a band plays the whole album every day for a long time, sometimes up to a month. Then the music material is edited, and the best pieces make the final version of an album. In case with Khoronko-Band, three days were enough. The first day was the most important – the microphone had to be installed correctly, the musicians had to “feel” the room. The second day consisted of two parts. In the morning, they played for the invited audience, and had to play tough. The evening session, on the contrary, was very delicate and smooth. On the third day we had a “hangover” session. We took few songs from each of the sessions, so each of them added some inflection to the mood of the album. 

Khoronko of the songs

1. Pretty woman

Monologue of a looser, a shallow dreamer. I wish I were tall, handsome, and bright; then I would be a celebrity with a beautiful wife, and many friends….I wish… Well, then, there would not be this song.

2. The Yellow Angel

I wouldn’t want to live this way, but, alas, this is what my life is like now… I suffer all nights through, wailing and singing to you… I know that feeling, the anguish that makes me scream, and scream I do. The most outspoken song of the finicky Vertinskiy. I think. I want to be Lisa Minnelly, and that’s who I become, at least for a moment…

3. Forelock

I have to lie… I do fear Siberia, in spite of the fact that it is still Russia… Play happy when speaking of sad things… The shackles song of the past centuries. 

4. Do drink, my girl

Hideously sweet song of Vertinckiy is put to rights. We need to be silent a lot. That is wise. A simple song, probably the only one that people start joining in.  

5. Campfire

A very sad story. No matter what comes after – the parting scene is heart breaking, so the heart goes 5/4. Spanish Gypsy… Everything is lightning fast and tragic. It had nothing to do with Dave Bruebeck, it just had to be this way.

6. Cain Whisper

This is the story by the man who just came back from that date. Being pregnant out of wedlock in those times was equal to suicide, hence all the tragedy…but only for the woman.

7. Fonari Blues

Something paranoid… Blues, crime, and cant. No comments. Would take a rocket scientist.

8. Seamen

Intellectual journey beyond ones abilities. The lofty blue cheese, golden pince-nez, villa on the Med coast, and a bird with glass feather deciding which sailor will go to Heaven and which to other places. The constant desire to travel and change the skin. Almost nothing left from Vertinskiy, except for the typical psychedelic melody.

9. Murka

If only there was a symphonic orchestra! Plus a couple bombers and Bondarchuk senior for a still better effect. In fact – just a classical love story, the complete version of it. Now things are clear – the great love can build the temples, but it can also destroy them, burying the lovers under the ruins. Shostakovich would be pleased.

10. In the prison cell

As it turns out, there are many ways to serving a prison term. One could still stay refined and intelligent even in prison… and keep up the pretence. Pretend we do. The song was written for a play, but was never included. Grudged paying the money…

11. I didn’t mean to…

The first song ever. I was twenty then. Did not have a clue of what I was writing; now when I sing it, I know exactly what.

