
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" 

For the final piece in the "Silent Night" jigsaw, I retrace 
Mohr's jomney from 200 years ago-two miles down 
the road to the farming village of Arnsdorf, where Gru -
ber taught at the schoolhouse and played the organ in 
the little chmch next door. I'm keen to fu1d out about 
some of the legends surrounding the song and hope that 
tl1e curator of tl1e most simplistically charming "Silent 
Night" Museum, Max Gurtner, may just have the an
swers. Wasn't it played on the guitar because a mouse had 
nibbled through the bellows of the church organ? And 
why do some people believe it's a Tyrolean folk song? 

"You're not going to believe what I'm about to tell you!" 
he says tantalizingly as I follow him up the wooden stairs 
to the museum. "The legend about the mouse is nonsense. 

There p.robablywasn't even an organ! And it was written to 
be played on the guitar, the instrument of the taverns but 
never of the church. So it would have been impossible to 
have sung it during the liturgy. They sang it afterwards as 
was always intended-of that we're absolutely sure!" 

A former theology student and passionate "Silent 
N ight" aficionado, Gurtner has a personal connection to 
tl1e place-his own three children attended the primary 
school there, which is located on the ground floor of tl1e 
building and the oldest school in Austria still in use today. 
Upstairs is a reconstruction of the classroom that Gruber 
taught in between 1807 and 1829. "It's very possible that 
he wrote the melody to "Silent Night" at this desk," he 
says. Gurtner tells me that he has spent the past ten years 
pondering the song's philosophy and meaning. So what is 
the secret behind its staggering popularity? 

"My theory is that it comes from the heart, from a deep 
place . It's actually a very intimate song," he says, his eyes 
shining with enthusiasm for his subject. "Gruber had lost 
his first two children when he wrote the melody-the sec
ond had died at Christmas just three years before, so I 
think it is a sort oflullaby for the baby Jesus and his own 
children in heaven. Mohr's words are an expression of his 
faim and loneliness- he had a lot of existential love for 
his motl1er and music was a way to release his tension. 
Perhaps Gruber was the only one who could understand 
him, they had a musical connection. Their deep friendship 

really made this song. It's absolutely from the heart, mat's 
why it touches a nerve in so many people." 

Gurtner shows me a copy of Gruber's "Authentic Ac
count" from 1854 (tl1e original is in Hallein), in which 
he cites how a Tyrolean organ builder called Carl Mama
cher brought tl1e song to the Ziller Valley after repairing 

the organ in Amsdorf. From there, two families of folk 
singers took m e song into their repertoires and around 
the world. The Rainer Family Singers sang it in front 
of the future Queen Victoria in Englal:id and later em
barked on a tour of the United States, performing it for 
the first time in front of the Alexander Hamilton Memo
rial in New York in 1839. Meanwhile, the Strassers-a 
family of glovemalcers-took it to Leipzig, Dresden and 
Berlin . Gurtner tells me that the song's creators might 
have been forgotten forever had it not been for all in 
credible stroke of luck: "Iu 1854, the Prussian Court 
O rchestra asked St. Peter's Abbey who the composer 
was-for a while they thought it was Michael Haydn. 
Luckily, Gruber's youngest son Felix happened to be in 
the choir at the time al1d told h is father about it, so he 
was able to clarify its origin." 

However, there is one legend that is true. Gurtner shows 
me a short, poignant film narrated by his daughter about 
me Christmas Truce of 1914, when soldiers from both 
sides in the First World War laid down their weapons and 
sang "Silent Night" from their trenches. "Today more 
than ever it's important to promote tl1e song's message of 
peace," he explains. "People can definitely learn from it." 

Before I leave there is just enough time to see the original 
organ that Gruber played in the little pilgrimage church 
next door. The narrow wooden steps creak as I follow 
Gurtner up the winding staircase. "Do you want to play 
it?" he asks me unexpectedly when we get to the top . It's 
all offer I can't refuse. Only one song befits the occasion. 
Tentatively, I play tl1e first notes of "Silent Night" just as 
a member of the public wanders in. I pause and glance at 
Gurtner, but bis smile tells me mar just this once, I may 
be forgiven for breaking tradition. 


