


The	Huelgas	Ensemble	enchanted	and	inspired	
	
Vocal	 artistry	 at	 its	 finest:	 European	 Christmas	 hymns	 and	 motets	 in	 the	
Trinitatiskirche	
 
Pre-Christmas enchantment? If you weren't looking for this at the Christmas market on the third 
Sunday in Advent, but in musical realms, then the afternoon concert of the Kölner Forums Alte Musik 
in the Trinitatiskirche was just right for you: the legendary Flemish Huelgas Ensemble, under its 
director Paul Van Nevel, sang European Christmas hymns and motets - not from the Baroque period 
for once, but as part of a chronological arc that spanned from Gregorian chant to the Ars antiqua of 
the 13th century to the end of the Dutch period and Spanish Villancicos in the early 17th century. The 
only ‘outlier’: Peter Cornelius' famous ‘Drei Könige’, in which the chorale ‘Wie schön leuchtet der 
Morgenstern’, set in the manner of Bach, is troped by an independent additional part. 
 

This was not least a first-rate lesson in music history: if you could at least guess at the transition to 
major/minor tonality when listening to the later music, the archaic early polyphony was alienating not 
only because of the harmony, but also because of all those phenomena that were later regarded as 
‘mistakes’: for example, the leading of voices in parallel fifths. Of course. When someone sings these 
parallels with such a sense of sound and professional awareness as Huelgas, it is not only conciliatory, 
but also exhilarating and inspiring in a peculiar way. It simply enchants. 
 
Relaxed	fullness	of	sound	
 
The eight ladies and gentlemen of the ensemble sang in different constellations and instrumental 
arrangements. What remained constant, however, was the relaxed fullness of sound, the velvety 
power with which the finest vocal artistry unfolded: in the jubilant tone of the sopranos, in the 
dreamlike basic substance of the basses, in the dramaturgically precisely conceived ups and downs in 
large intertwining waves (for example in the Sweelinck motet ‘Ab Oriente vernerunt Magi’). There was 
no loss of intensity even in the very quiet moments, and the ‘latching’ of the cadences, often with 
empty, i.e. third-less intervals, repeatedly became a sui generis listening experience. Dense 
counterpoint sounded with the same forcefulness as the solo intonation over a velvety soundboard. 
 

It goes without saying that the audience in the packed church (which, incidentally, is acoustically ideal 
for such concerts) still hadn't had enough after a good hour, and bowingly demanded an encore. This 
was granted in the most beautiful way in the form of a rhythmically lively three-verse English 
traditional (‘A Carol for Christmas Eve’). 
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