
Composer’s note
The Night Before Christmas was written for Lancaster Priory’s Christmas Concert in 2021 and is suitable 
for church or concert performance. The work sets the poem A Visit from St Nicholas, attributed to Clement 
Clarke Moore, which was first published in 1823 and is often known as ’Twas the Night Before Christmas. 
The poem remains one of the most enduring Christmas texts in the English-speaking world and has helped 
to shape the now-familiar image of St Nicholas.

This setting aims to capture the magic of Moore’s poem and at times has a distinctly quirky character. 
The vocal lines, however, are generally straightforward. In rehearsal it is often helpful to establish overall 
rhythmic security before focussing on the individual lines. Parts are frequently paired (soprano with tenor, 
alto with bass), lending strength and confidence to the texture.

A recurring jaunty and characterful theme, featuring a descending chromatic line, unifies the work and 
reflects the story’s sense of anticipation and excitement on Christmas Eve. The poem is interwoven with 
well-known carols, both sacred and secular: ‘Silent night’, ‘Good King Wenceslas’, ‘God rest ye merry, 
gentlemen’, ‘On Christmas night’ (Sussex Carol), and ‘We wish you a merry Christmas’. These may be 
performed by choir alone or with audience or congregational participation for a more festive feel. The section 
beginning ‘His eyes, how they twinkled!’ (rehearsal letter V) was originally written for a children’s choir, 
but may equally effectively be sung by sopranos.

Above all, it should be a joy to perform and to hear. Performances should be lively and characterful, 
with singers bringing the words fully to life and shaping the shifting moods of the story as it unfolds.

Duration: 20 minutes

This note may be reproduced as required for programme notes.

Instrumentation
The accompaniment to this work exists in two versions:

1. For small orchestra	 2. For chamber ensemble

flute (doubling piccolo)	 flute (doubling piccolo)
oboe	 oboe
clarinet in Bb	 clarinet in Bb
bassoon	 bassoon
horn in F	 horn in F
trumpet in Bb	 timpani
timpani	 percussion (2 players)
percussion (2 players)	 harp
harp	 piano
piano
strings

Full scores and instrumental parts are available on hire/rental.

If required, the work may also be accompanied by piano, playing from the vocal score.
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* Ossia staves in the piano give alternative right-hand passages.
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* Melody by Franz Gruber (1787–1863); text by Josef Mohr (1792–1848), trans. John F. Young
† small notes optional
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* Melody from Piae Cantiones (1582); text by J. M. Neale (1818–66)
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