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Stille Nacht/Silent Night

Joseph Mohr wrote the German-language words for the origi-
nal six stanzas of the carol we know as “Silent Night” in 1816.
At that time he was a young Catholic priest assigned to a pil-
grim church in Mariapfarr, Austria.

Two years later, Father Mohr was living in Oberndorf, Austria
where he was assistant pastor at St. Nicholas Parish. On De-
cember 24, 1818, Joseph Mohr journeyed to the home Franz
Gruber, a musician and school teacher. Gruber lived with his
wife and children in an apartment over the schoolhouse in
nearby Arnsdorf. Father Mohr showed his friend the six-stanza
poem and asked him to create a melody and guitar accompani-
ment so that it could be performed at the Christmas Mass.

Silent Night Chapel, Oberndorf

Later on Christmas Eve, the St. Nicholas choir rehearsed in preparation for Midnight Mass.
Then the two men, backed by the choir, stood in front of the main altar in St. Nicholas
Church and sang "Stille Nacht! Heilige Nacht!" for the first time. Joseph Mohr played his
guitar to accompany the carol. The two men could hardly imagine the impact their composi-
tion would have on Christmas celebrations around the globe for many generations to come.

"Stille Nacht" has been translated into more than 300 languages and dialects. It serves as the
centerpiece for Christmas celebrations from tiny huts in the Andes to magnificent cathedrals
in Europe, from scientific research stations in Antarctica to bombed-out ruins in war-torn na-
tions. Its lovely melody and message of heavenly peace crosses all borders and gives hope to
tens of millions every December. It’s estimated that two billion people can sing “Silent
Night.”

The organizations that keep track of record sales cannot even begin to estimate the number
of "Silent Night" recordings. All they can say is that it's the most recorded song in history.
The oldest in the collection of Salzburg's Stille Nacht Gesellschaft is from 1905. Countless
books and dozens of films revolve around the story of "Silent Night."

In 1859, an Episcopal priest at New York’s Trinity Church, John Freeman Young, translated

three of Joseph Mohr’s six verses into the version that is sung by millions throughout the
world in English-speaking nations. In 1867, Dr. Young was appointed the Bishop of Florida.
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