
HAVE GERMAN WILL TRAVEL WEIHNACHTEN 

WEIHNACHTSLIEDER / CHRISTMAS SONGS 
song: das Lied, die Lieder 

Christmas song: das Weihnachtslied, die Weihnachtslieder 

,,SILENT NIGHT"/ "STILLE NACHT, HEILIGE NACHT" 

CELEBRATING 200 YEARS OF ,,SILENT NIGHT" 

bora in Indonesia. Suffering from crop failure and famine, 

the people here were dealt another crud blow a year before 

Mohr's arrival: the sudden loss of their wealthy town cen

ter, Laufen, to Bavaria after the Treaty of Munich. 

Standing on the Salzach dam at a bend in the river, the 

view across to Laufen is magnificent. For centuries, this 

was the point wh ere salt was moved from smaller barges 

built in Obcrndorfto larger transport boats. Back in 1816, 
the Salzach suddenly divided a town. Today, it serves as 

the border between Austria and Germany. Laufen resi

dent and local guide Hermann Schneider remembers the 

two communities being separated after the Second World 

War: "My grandmother was from Oberndorf. Every 

Wednesday, we were allowed to stand on the banks of the 

1iver and shout across. O f com se, you couldn' t under

stand anything because there were 300 people shouting! 

But just seeing each other was enough. Th.is went on w1til 

1948 when they finally opened up the bridge again." 

Oberndorf's impressively modern Silent Night Museum 

is today housed in the former vicarage, where Mom· lived in 

a damp, bleak first-floor room. He fell out of favor almost 

instantly "vith his superior, who criticized his mingling with 

the locals: "Mohr wasn' t allowed to eat here, so he ate in 

the taverns with tl1e bargemen, playing guitar and singing 

songs with tl1em," explains Scm1eider. "The priest com

plained bitterly to Salzburg about his inappropriate behav

iour and colorful language, but that was pa.rt of Mohr's 

upbringing. He learnt the sorrows of the people." 

Interactive touchscreen displays allow visitors to see the 

development of today's town superimposed over tl1e com

munity of mariners that Mom· instantly connected with. 

My favorite room showcases tl1e staggering success of the 

carol worldwide: an estimated 2.5 billion people are ex

pected to sing it this year in 300 languages and dialects. It 

was even declared a part of Austria's "intangible cultural 

heritage" by U:KESCO in 2011 . And the ultimate creme 

de la creme? A soundproofed karaoke booth, where visi

tors can sing all versions of the song-from Elvis Presley 

to Taylor Swift-without annoying tl1e locals. 
Perched on a little h.ill in tl1e square outside tl1e mu

seum, the Silent Night Chapel is the idyllic face of Ober

ndorf on all the Christmas cards and marks the site where 

Mohr and Gruber first performed the beloved carol 200 
years ago. In almost every picture I have ever seen of it, 

the chapel is lit up amidst a wintery blanket of snow, so 

seeing it on a hot summer's day almost makes me feel as 

if I'm missing out. Thankfully, Schneider is at hand wiili 

an insider's tidbit to soften the blow: "Often we don't 

A COPY OF GRUBER'S "AUTHENTIC ACCOUNT" ON 

DISPLAY IN ARNSDORF. 

get snowfall here w1til January or February, so for some 

of the photoshoots, we imported the snow in from the 

Grossglockner mountain!" 
At 5:00 pm on Christmas Eve on the chapel square, 

Schneider expects 3,000 people to sing along to the carol 

at the annual candlelit memorial service, which is also 

streamed live to millions on the Internet. Inside the cha

pel-completed in 1937 to replace the former St Nicholas 

Church after severe floods- history has been rewritten: 

Stained glass windows show Gruber, not Mohr, holding 

the guitar: "This was to w1derli.ne that Gruber composed 

the song," explains Schneider. 


