Sure On This Shining Night

Sure on this shining night—these evocative words open a window into a world of deep emotion, poetic beauty, and musical mastery.
Originally penned as a poem by James Agee and famously set to music by composer Morten Lauridsen, "Sure on this shining night" has
become a beloved piece in the classical and choral repertoire. Its delicate harmony, lyrical melody, and profound themes of love, hope,
and serenity make it a timeless work that continues to resonate with audiences worldwide. In this article, we will explore the origins,
musical structure, themes, and cultural significance of "Sure on this shining night," providing a comprehensive guide for enthusiasts,
musicians, and newcomers alike.

Origins and Literary Roots of "Sure on this shining night"

The Poem by James Agee

- Written in 1935, James Agee's poem "Sure on this shining night" captures a moment of intimate reflection and tender emotion. - The
poem is characterized by its lyrical language, vivid imagery, and contemplative tone, which evoke a sense of hope and serenity amid
darkness. - Agee's poetic style employs rich symbolism and a gentle rhythm, making it an ideal foundation for musical adaptation.

Transition to Music: Morten Lauridsen’s Composition

- In 1993, composer Morten Lauridsen set Agee's poem to music, transforming it into a choral masterpiece. - Lauridsen, known for his
luminous choral works, found in this poem a perfect embodiment of his style—ethereal, expressive, and deeply spiritual. - The
composition is part of Lauridsen’s "Les Chansons des Roses" collection and is often performed by choir groups around the world.

Musical Structure and Composition of "Sure on this shining night"
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Overview of Musical Elements

- The piece is scored for a mixed choir, typically SSAATTBB (soprano, soprano, alto, alto, tenor, tenor, bass, bass), although arrangements
may vary. - It is usually performed a cappella, emphasizing the purity of the vocal lines. - The music features lush harmonies, subtle
modulations, and a flowing, contemplative melody.

Harmonic Language and Tonality

- Lauridsen employs a rich palette of tonal colors, blending diatonic and modal harmonies. - The piece modulates gently, creating a sense
of movement and emotional depth. - The harmonic progressions evoke a serene, almost mystical atmosphere, reinforcing the poem's
themes.

Vocal Techniques and Expressiveness

- The composition calls for nuanced dynamics and expressive phrasing. - Lauridsen’s use of vibrato, breath control, and dynamic contrast
enhances the emotional impact. - The choir's blending and balance are crucial to capturing the luminous quality of the piece.

Themes and Emotional Impact of "Sure on this shining night"

Themes of Love and Hope

- The poem and music explore the tender, almost sacred experience of love—its comforting presence amid darkness. - The phrase "sure on
this shining night" suggests confidence and certainty in love’s power to illuminate life's shadows. - The work celebrates hope, trusting in
the promise of connection and the enduring human spirit.

Imagery and Symbolism in the Work

- Visual imagery in the poem includes references to night, stars, and light—symbols of hope, guidance, and transcendence. - Lauridsen’s
music amplifies these images through shimmering harmonies and luminous textures. - The piece invites listeners to reflect on moments of
beauty and serenity amid life's challenges.



Emotional Resonance and Audience Connection

- The gentle, flowing music creates a calming, almost meditative atmosphere. - Listeners often experience feelings of peace, introspection,
and spiritual upliftment. - The work’s universal themes make it accessible to diverse audiences, fostering a shared sense of human
connection.

Cultural Significance and Popular Performances

Choral Repertoire and Performances

- "Sure on this shining night" is a staple in choral programs worldwide, performed by university, community, and professional choirs. - Its
accessibility and emotional depth make it a favorite for concerts, memorials, and special ceremonies.

Recordings and Notable Interpretations

- Many renowned choirs and conductors have recorded the piece, each bringing their unique touch to Lauridsen's luminous soundscape. -
Notable recordings include performances by the Los Angeles Master Chorale, the Westminster Choir, and the Tallis Scholars.

Role in Contemporary Culture

- The work has been featured in films, documentaries, and televised events, further cementing its place in popular culture. - Its themes
resonate during times of collective reflection, such as memorial services or moments of crisis.

How to Experience and Perform "Sure on this shining night"

Listening Tips for Audience Members

- Focus on the harmonic textures and dynamics to fully appreciate Lauridsen's craftsmanship. - Pay attention to the lyrical phrasing and
the choir’s blending, which evoke a sense of luminous serenity. - Reflect on the poem’s imagery to deepen your emotional connection.
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Guidance for Musicians and Choir Directors

- Emphasize breath control and vocal blending to achieve the work’s shimmering effect. - Encourage expressive phrasing that captures
the poem's tenderness. - Use dynamic contrasts subtly to enhance emotional impact without overpowering the gentle mood.

Educational and Community Engagement

- Incorporate the piece into music education programs to teach harmony, expressiveness, and poetic interpretation. - Organize community
sing-alongs or workshops centered around Lauridsen’s works to foster shared musical experiences.

Conclusion: The Enduring Beauty of "Sure on this shining night"

"Sure on this shining night" stands as a testament to the profound power of music and poetry to evoke emotion and inspire hope. From its
origins as a poignant poem by James Agee to Lauridsen’s luminous musical setting, the work continues to touch hearts across
generations. Its themes of love, serenity, and faith in the human spirit remind us of the enduring light that resides within us all, especially
during the darkest times. Whether experienced as an audience member or performed as a singer, "Sure on this shining night" invites us
to pause, reflect, and celebrate the luminous beauty of life and love. By understanding its origins, musical intricacies, and cultural
significance, we gain a deeper appreciation for this shining night—a symbol of hope and serenity that forever illuminates the human soul.

"Sure on This Shining Night" is a poetic and emotionally resonant choral piece that has captivated audiences and performers alike since
its composition. Its profound lyrical content, lush musical setting, and evocative atmosphere make it a staple in choral repertoire and a
testament to the power of musical expression. In this comprehensive review, we will explore the origins, textual sources, musical
composition, performance considerations, and interpretative nuances of this exquisite work.

Origins and Composer Background

James Agee and Morten Lauridsen: An Artistic Convergence While often associated with Morten Lauridsen’s musical setting, "Sure on
This Shining Night" is actually a choral adaptation of a poem by James Agee, which Lauridsen set to music in 1985. Understanding the
backgrounds of both figures enriches our appreciation of the piece. - James Agee (1909-1955): An American novelist, film critic, poet, and
screenwriter, Agee’s poetry reflects deep introspection, sensitivity, and an engagement with the human condition. His work often



explores themes of mortality, love, and spirituality, conveyed through lyrical and evocative language. - Morten Lauridsen (b. 1943): An
American composer renowned for his choral works, Lauridsen’s style balances lush tonal harmonies with expressive lyricism. His ability
to craft music that resonates emotionally and aurally has made him a leading figure in contemporary choral music. The Composition’s
Context Lauridsen’s setting of Agee’s poem emerged from a desire to create a piece that captures the contemplative beauty of the night
and the human experience of fleeting moments of grace. Premiered in the mid-1980s, the work quickly gained popularity for its serene
yet powerful atmosphere.

Textual Analysis and Literary Significance

The Poem’s Themes Agee’s poem, which serves as the text for Lauridsen’s composition, is a meditation on transient beauty, spiritual
serenity, and the divine presence in everyday moments. - Themes include: - The ephemeral nature of beauty and life. - The
interconnectedness of human experience with the universe. - A sense of wonder and reverence for the night’s illumination. - The
affirmation of love and hope amidst mortality. Poetic Structure and Language The poem’s language is lyrical, filled with vivid imagery and
gentle rhythms that lend themselves naturally to musical setting. - Sample lines: - "Sure on this shining night" - "I weep for wonder,
wand’ring here" - "That your hand in mine, would wake my heart to love and to prayer." The repetition of "Sure on this shining night" acts
as a refrain that anchors the piece, emphasizing certainty and serenity.

Musical Composition and Stylistic Features

Overview of Lauridsen’s Musical Approach Lauridsen’s setting is characterized by its lush harmonies, expressive lyricism, and
contemplative mood. It exemplifies his signature style—rich tonal palettes combined with clear, accessible choral writing. Key Musical
Elements - Harmonic Language: The piece employs consonant harmonies, extended chords, and subtle dissonances to evoke a sense of
longing and serenity. - Melodic Lines: The melodies are flowing, often shaped by long, lyrical phrases that mirror the poetic language. -
Texture: Lauridsen skillfully balances homophony and polyphony, creating moments of intimacy and grandeur. - Dynamics and
Expression: Dynamic shading and nuanced phrasing contribute to the reflective mood, allowing performers to explore emotional depth.
Form and Structure The composition typically follows a through-composed form, with sections flowing seamlessly into one another,
guided by the text’s natural rhythm. - Introduction: Sets the tranquil mood with soft, sustained harmonies. - Main Sections: Develop the
poetic imagery through melodic and harmonic variations. - Refrain ("Sure on this shining night"): Acts as a unifying motif, providing a
sense of affirmation. - Coda: Concludes with a gentle, lingering resolution that leaves a sense of peace.
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Performance Considerations

Vocal Requirements The piece is often performed by a mixed choir, although arrangements exist for women’s or men’s voices. - Difficulty
Level: Suitable for high school to professional groups, requiring: - Expressive vocal control. - Blend and balance. - Sensitive dynamic
shaping. Interpretative Nuances Performers are encouraged to focus on: - Tone Color: Achieving a warm, luminous sound that reflects the
“shining night.” - Phrasing: Emphasizing the lyrical lines to evoke the poem’s emotional depth. - Dynamics: Utilizing subtle crescendos
and decrescendos to mirror the text’s contemplative nature. - Pronunciation and Diction: Clear articulation of the poetic text to preserve
its meaning and musicality. Accompaniment and Accompanied vs. A Cappella While originally scored for unaccompanied choir, some
arrangements include piano or orchestral accompaniment, adding richness and depth. The a cappella version emphasizes purity and
intimacy, which is often preferred for contemplative performances.

Interpretative Approaches and Stylistic Flexibility

Historical Performance Practice Given its modern origin, the piece allows flexibility in interpretation, encouraging performers to bring
personal emotion and sensitivity. Stylistic Directions - Emphasize the serenity and spirituality inherent in the piece. - Avoid overly
dramatic dynamics; instead, pursue a gentle, flowing approach. - Use vibrato sparingly to enhance warmth. - Maintain a cohesive blend,
ensuring the choir sounds as a unified voice. Audience Engagement The work’s meditative quality invites listeners into a moment of
reflection. Performers should aim to create a shared sense of wonder and peace, fostering an emotional connection.

Reception and Influence

Critical Acclaim "Sure on This Shining Night" has been praised widely for its lyrical beauty and emotional depth. It is frequently included
in concert programs, choral competitions, and academic curricula. Educational Value The piece serves as an excellent example of
contemporary choral writing that combines accessibility with artistic sophistication. It teaches performers about lyrical phrasing,
harmonic color, and expressive storytelling. Cultural Impact Lauridsen’s work, including this piece, has contributed significantly to the
American choral renaissance, inspiring countless choirs to explore modern repertoire that emphasizes emotional expression.



Conclusion: An Enduring Masterpiece

"Sure on This Shining Night" stands as a luminous example of how poetry and music can intertwine to produce a work of profound

emotional and spiritual resonance. Lauridsen’s sensitive musical setting transforms Agee’s contemplative words into an auditory

experience that transcends mere performance, inviting both singer and listener into a shared moment of luminous serenity. In its
combination of lush harmonies, poetic text, and expressive potential, the piece continues to be a beloved staple in choral literature.
Whether performed in a formal concert hall or a more intimate setting, it beckons us to cherish the fleeting moments of beauty and grace

that illuminate our lives—"sure on this shining night."

Questions & Answers About sure on this shining night

No Question Answer

1 What is the origin of 'Sure on This Shining 'Sure on This Shining Night' is a poem by James Agee, later set to music by
Night'? Morten Lauridsen in his famous choral composition.

2 When was 'Sure on This Shining Night' Morten Lauridsen composed the piece in 2008, and it has since become a
composed and first performed? popular choral work performed worldwide.

3 What themes are explored in 'Sure on This The composition explores themes of beauty, serenity, and the transcendence of
Shining Night'? the human spirit through imagery of a peaceful night and luminous nature.

4 Why is 'Sure on This Shining Night' Its lush harmonies, expressive melodies, and poetic text have made it a favorite
considered a modern choral masterpiece? among choirs and audiences, exemplifying contemporary choral artistry.

5 How does Lauridsen's musical setting Lauridsen uses rich harmonies, dynamic contrasts, and lyrical melodic lines to
enhance the poem's mood? evoke a sense of calm, wonder, and spiritual illumination.

6 What are some common occasions or events It is frequently performed at concerts, memorial services, religious ceremonies,
where 'Sure on This Shining Night' is and during holiday seasons due to its reflective and uplifting qualities.
performed?

7 Can 'Sure on This Shining Night' be Yes, many arrangements are accessible to advanced amateur choirs, and its
performed by amateur choirs? emotional depth makes it suitable for various performance levels.
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8 What influence has 'Sure on This Shining It has inspired other composers and choral groups, highlighting the power of
Night' had on contemporary choral music? poetic text combined with lush musical settings to create moving performances.

9 Are there recordings or performances of Yes, numerous recordings and videos of performances by renowned choirs can
'Sure on This Shining Night' available online? | be found on platforms like YouTube and music streaming services.

romantic poetry, james agee, night imagery, poetic lyricism, dark beauty, love and longing, musical composition, poetic themes, nighttime
serenity, emotional expression



	Sure On This Shining Night
	Origins and Literary Roots of "Sure on this shining night"
	The Poem by James Agee
	Transition to Music: Morten Lauridsen’s Composition

	Musical Structure and Composition of "Sure on this shining night"
	Overview of Musical Elements
	Harmonic Language and Tonality
	Vocal Techniques and Expressiveness

	Themes and Emotional Impact of "Sure on this shining night"
	Themes of Love and Hope
	Imagery and Symbolism in the Work
	Emotional Resonance and Audience Connection

	Cultural Significance and Popular Performances
	Choral Repertoire and Performances
	Recordings and Notable Interpretations
	Role in Contemporary Culture

	How to Experience and Perform "Sure on this shining night"
	Listening Tips for Audience Members
	Guidance for Musicians and Choir Directors
	Educational and Community Engagement

	Conclusion: The Enduring Beauty of "Sure on this shining night"
	Origins and Composer Background
	Textual Analysis and Literary Significance
	Musical Composition and Stylistic Features
	Performance Considerations
	Interpretative Approaches and Stylistic Flexibility
	Reception and Influence
	Conclusion: An Enduring Masterpiece
	Questions & Answers About sure on this shining night


