
HAVE GERMAN WILL TRAVEL WEIHNACHTEN 

WEIHNACHTSLIEDER / CHRISTMAS SONGS 
song: das Lied, die Lieder 

Christmas song: das Weihnachtslied, die Weihnachtslieder 

OBERNOORF, Austria - It 
hap~ ned, fittingly, on a 
Christmas Eve. 

Because the church organ was in 
disrepair, and music was needed for 
the midnight mass that night, the 
world's most famous Christmas car
ol was Wl'itten in this village a lialf
bour's dlti.ve north of ~lzburg that 
day. 

"Silent Night! Holy Night!" capti
vatecL its listenei:s from the moment 
!t was £ix:st sung here that Chfis~mas 
Eve oi 1818, but the two men wlio 
wrote it never knew that their sim
ple but beautiful song wa,s to spread 
far beyond this small village. 

Today, "Silent Night! Holy 
Night!" is sung in dozens of lan
guages, in hundreds of countries and 
thousands of cities and towns 
througt!Qut tM world. It is per
fflrm""e<I ·oy oanc1s an<f orcnestras, 
glee clubs and ~hoirs, large and 
small, but here in @ber:ndorf this 
Christmas Eve, as always, it will be 
sung as it was on that very fir.st 
occasion - by two solo voices ac
companied by guitar. 

It was the Rev. Joseph Mohr, the 
assisffint pastor of St. Nicholas RO'
man Catholic €liur..ch here, who pro
posed that arrangement. Worried 
that there might be no musio at the 
midnight mass, he set to work on the 
day before Christmas. That after
noon, he approached his good friend 
Franz Xi. Grube;r, the schoolteacher 
who served as the cliur,ch organist. 

"I have written the words for a 
little Christmas song," he told 
Gruber. "Can you write a melody 
for two solo voices and clioir? Bon't 
bothei; with the organ. I have 
thought of a guitar to accompany 
it." 

Gruber sai<f' he would try. As he 
walked home througti the snow
coverefl countryside, he began to 
hum the melody that became "Silent 
Night." That evening, the two re
hearsed tlie song, then performed it 
dur ing the midnight mass. Mohr 
sang the tenor p,art, Gruber the bass. 

Todai, the church where the 
work was first per;formed no longer 
exists; it was severely d~maged in 
the 1899 flood of the Salzach R iver 
and tom own. But to commem~ 

SILENT NIGHT TRADITION LIVES ON 

rate the writing of the song, Obern-
6.orf built a Silent Niglit Cha~ l 
(Stille Nacht ~ ap~lle, ii1 German) 
soon after tlie centenary, and this is 
where the annual Christmas Eve 
rendition of the carol is given. 

Thousands of v,isitors, of coui:se, 
call at tlie cHapel throughout the 
year, and particularly during the 
busy m.cmths of July and Au~t, 
when Oberndoi;f holds an annual 
festival. Inside the cha~l, visitors 
can pray for a moment before the 
altar and the carved woo(l'en nativ
ity scene behind it. Flanking them 
ar.e two stained-glass windows, one 
depicting Mohr, tlie other Gruber. 

Nearby is tlie Stille Nacht Muse
um, which has a room devoted to the 
song and its authors. Among the 
displays are photographs of the 
original church and early copies of 
the song, wi:itten in Gruber's hand. 

The world would not have !mown 
of ' 'Silent Night" were it not for the 
visit of an organ builder to Obern
dorf in 1824. Karl Mauracher came 
to the church to replace the old 
organ, beard the song and took a 
copy of it back to Zittertal. There, 
he passed it on to the Strasser 
Family, a singing group that also 
sold gloves. The Strassers incorpo
rated it into their repertoire of 
Tyrolean songs. 
~ 1831, they sang "Silent Night" 

at the Pleisenburg in Leipzig. In 
1833, the song made its appearance 
•in print in a school song book. 

Another singing group, the Rainer 
SinJers, ~ng it -in Ber~ before 
Kaiser Wilhelm IV, who liked it so 

~uch he ordered bis cathedral choir 
to perform it on Christmas Eve 
every year. The Rainers took the 
~ng across the sea, whe~ they sang 
it for the first time in America in 
front of the Hamilton monument in 
New York City in 1839. It first 
appearea in an American hymn 
book in 1873. 

Neither Mohr nor Gruber, howev
er, were aware of the spreading 
fame of their song. In fact, "Silent 
Night" was widely - and wrongly 
- l'egarded as a Tyrolean folk song. 

On ·the other hand, the Royal 
Chapel Choir of Berlin was sure it 
had been written by Michael Haydn, 
Joseph's younger brother, and in 
1854 the Berlin group wrote to the 
choir director of the monastery of 
Sl Peter in Salzburg asking for the 
original 'Haydn manuscript. 

lt was this letter that finally 
righted the question of authorship. 

The monk who received the let
ter, Ambrose -Prennsteiner, knew 
the real author and passed on the 
letter to Gruber, who at fhls- tlme 
was organist and choir director in 
the parish church of Hallein. 

In response, Gruber wrote -an 
"Authentic Cause of the Composi
tion of the Christmas ~ng, 'Silent 
Night! Holy Night!' " establishing 
the true origin of the wo~ 

· Mohr by this tii:ne had 11ied. Nev
er ·in robust health, be jiad been 
.tramferred from the Oberndorf 
:church in 1819, fmally becoming the 
vicar of Wagrain. When he died 
there in 1848, he left behind only .a 
few clothes and his--guitar. Gruber, 
who died in 1863 at the age of '16, js 
buried in Hallein. · 

When the Silent Night Chapel was· 
consecrated in 1937 Gruber's 
grandson f eliJ: sang the' song to the 
accompanunent of Mohr's guitar. At 
the .same ceremony, the skull of 
Mohr, .who ~ad been buried in the 
Wagram parish churchyard, -was ex
humed and reburied behind the altar 
.of the chapel 

The original written copy .of the 
~n~ ~ been lost, but several other 
a>p1es m Gruber's hand still exist 
!Several .re iii the Celts Museum in 
.Hallein, others in Oberndorf and 
Salzburg. 

As for Mohr .and . Gruber their 
·f~e ·today far eclq>ses the .iiodest 
!ives they led. May fhey, too, sleep 
_m heavenly oeace. 


