Sure On This Shining Night Sheet Music 1

Sure On This Shining
Night Sheet Music

Sure On This
Shining
Night Sheet
Music

DISCOVERING
MORTEN
LAURIDSEN’S
“SURE ON THIS
SHINING NIGHT”
FROM FOUR
SONGS FOR VOICE
AND PIANO FOR
LOW OR MEDIUM

Downloaded from

everybodystreet.com
by Miles & Keagan

In the vast landscape
of contemporary art
song, few works
resonate as deeply
with both performers
and audiences as
Morten Lauridsen’s
Sure On This Shining
Night. This exquisite
piece belongs to his
beloved cycle Four

Songs for Voice and
Piano, a collection that
has become a
cornerstone of the
modern vocal
repertoire. For singers
with low or medium
voices, a dedicated
arrangement of this
piece offers a uniquely
rewarding interpretive
journey. In this article,
we explore the story
behind the song, its
text, its musical
architecture, and why
this  specific voicing
makes the piece
accessible to a wider
range of vocalists
without sacrificing its
luminous beauty.
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The
Comp

r: Mortefy
Laurid

and H
Vocal
Legacy

Morten Lauridsen, born
in 1943, is one of
America’s most
performed living
composers. Known for
his lush harmonies,
deeply expressive
melodic lines, and
sensitive text setting,
Lauridsen has earned
multiple Grammy
nominations and the
National Medal of Arts.
His choral works, such
as 0] Magnum

Mysterium, have
become modern
classics. Yet his solo
OS:@ works,
particularly the Four
for Voice and
demonstrate an
intimate mastery of the

Secﬁ; form.

.The cycle was
|§mposed between
1998 and 2000, and
each of the four songs
sets a poem by the
American writer James
Agee. Agee, who won
the Pulitzer Prize for
his novel A Death in
the Family, had a gift
for capturing moments
of profound
tenderness, loss, and
wonder. Lauridsen read
Agee’s poetry and felt
an immediate affinity,
describing the texts as
"exquisitely crafted
and deeply moving."
Sure On This Shining
Night is the third song
in the cycle, and it is
the one that most
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directly evokes a sense
of nocturnal peace and
cosmic beauty.

The
Poetry:
James
Agee’s
“Sure On
This
Shining
Night”

The text of Sure On
This Shining Night is a
perfect marriage of

simplicity and depth.
Agee writes:

Sure on this shining
night

Of star-made shadows
round,

Kindness must watch
for me

This side the ground.
The late year lies down
the north.

All is healed, all is
health.

High summer holds the
earth.

Hearts all whole.

Sure on this shining
night | weep for
wonder wandering far
alone

Of shadows on the
stars.

Agee’s language is
spare, yet it creates a
vivid tableau: a night
sky filled with stars,
shadows cast by
moonlight, a sense of
being watched over by
kindness itself. The
phrase "Sure on this
shining night" becomes
an anchor of certainty.
The late year "lies
down the north"
evokes the approach of
autumn or winter, yet
all is healed. The poem



moves from the
external landscape of
the night to an internal
landscape of
emotion—the speaker
weeps "for wonder
wandering far alone."
This juxtaposition of
solitude and wonder, of
melancholy and
beauty, gives
Lauridsen rich material
to set to music.

Musical
Architect
ure of
“Sure On
This
Shining
Night”

Lauridsen’s setting
captures the poem’s

simultaneous stillness
and movement. The
piece is in a slow,
flowing tempo, often
performed around 60
bpm. The piano part
opens with a series of
hushed, shimmering
chords that suggest
the twinkling of stars.
The harmonic language
is tonal but often
colored with added-
note chords and subtle
dissonances that
resolve with aching
beauty.

The vocal line is lyrical
and speech-inflected,
allowing the natural
rhythm of Agee’s
words to shine.
Lauridsen pays careful
attention to word
painting: on the word
“shining," the melody
often rises and seems
to glow. "Kindness
must watch for me" is
set with a gentle,
rocking motion, as if
being cradled. The
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climactic moment
arrives at "I weep for
wonder wandering far
alone," where the voice
reaches its highest
pitch in the
piece—often an A or B-
flat above the staff,
depending on the voice
part. This is not a
dramatic outburst but
rather an ecstatic,

floating moment of
realization.

The ending is
particularly  effective.

After the final phrase,
"Of shadows on the
stars," the piano
repeats the opening
gesture, then fades
into a high, sustained
chord. The sense of
suspended time is
almost physical. It is a
song that breathes,
that invites the
audience into a state of
reverie.

The
Arrangem
ent for
Low or
Medium
Voice

Lauridsen’s original
version of Four Songs
for Voice and Piano
was published in a
medium-high key.
However, recognizing
the needs of singers
with lower vocal
ranges, the publisher
Peermusic Classical
issued a separate
edition for low or
medium voice. This
transposition is not
merely a shift down a
few steps; it is a
thoughtful rethinking of
the vocal line to sit



comfortably in a
baritone, mezzo-
soprano, or lower tenor
range.

For example, the
original high-key
version places the
climactic "wonder" on
a high B-flat. In the low
or medium version,
this may be lowered to
an F or G, allowing the
singer to access the
same emotional
intensity without
strain. The piano part
is also adjusted to
maintain the same
harmonic color and
register, ensuring that
the piece retains its
ethereal quality. This
arrangement has
opened the song to a
much broader
demographic of
performers, from
college voice students
to professional soloists
who prefer a darker
timbre.

WHY PERFORMERS
LoVvE THIS VERSION
Singers with low or

medium voices often
find themselves limited

in the art song
repertoire. Many
classic songs by

composers like Fauré,
Debussy, or Strauss
were originally written
for higher voices,
leaving lower-voiced
singers to either
transpose on the fly or
skip the piece entirely.
The published low or
medium edition of Sure
On This Shining Night
solves that problem
while honoring the
composer’s intentions.

The song’s tessitura in
this arrangement sits
mostly in the middle of
the voice, where most
singers can produce
their warmest, most
resonant tone. This
allows the performer to
focus on text
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interpretation
emotional
communication rather
than vocal gymnastics.
The piece becomes a
vehicle for storytelling
rather than a showcase
of range. For a medium
voice, the ease of the
line also means that
the singer can sustain
the long phrases
without running out of
breath, preserving the
sense of calm and
continuity.

Performa
nce
Considera
tions for
“Sure On

" This

Shining
Night”

Whether you are
preparing this piece for
a recital, a

competition, or a
church service, there
are several key aspects
to master:

e Breath control:
The phrases are
long and demand
a steady,
supported
airflow. Practice
breathing deeply
and releasing the
air slowly,
especially at the
ends of phrases
where the piano
sustains a chord
under the voice.

e Diction and
clarity: James
Agee’s poem is



short but potent.
Every word must
be understood.
Work on the
consonants,
particularly the
sibilants in
"shining" and
"shadows," so
they don’t hiss.
The vowels
should be pure
and
homogeneous.
Dynamic
shaping: The
piece stays
mostly within a
piano to mezzo-
piano dynamic
range, with a
slight crescendo
at the climax.
Avoid over-
singing. The
power comes
from the
emotional
sincerity, not
from volume.
Pianist
collaboration:

The piano part is
equally
important. The
pianist must play
with a velvet
touch, allowing
the chords to
ring without
being percussive.
The "shimmer" is
key. Rehearse
together to
synchronize
breathing points
and the final
ritardando.
Interpretive
huance:
Consider the
meaning of
"wonder
wandering far
alone." Is it a
joyful wonder or
a melancholy
one? Many
performers find a
bittersweet
quality in this
line, a
recognition of
beauty tinged
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with solitude. Let
the text guide
your emotional
choices.

The Place
of “Sure
On This
Shining
Night” In
the
Repertoir
e

This song has become
a staple in American
art song recitals. Its
accessibility, both in
the original high key
and the low or medium
voicing, ensures its
continued popularity.

Vocal teachers often
assign it to
intermediate students
because it challenges
them musically (with
complex rhythms and

subtle pitch
relationships) while
being vocally

manageable. Advanced
singers also return to it
because there s
always new depth to
discover.

It is frequently
programmed on
concerts themed
around night, stars, or
nature. It pairs
beautifully with other
twentieth-century art
songs, such as those
by Barber, Copland, or
Samuel Barber’'s The
Secrets of the Old. It
also works well in a
sacred setting, despite
its secular text,
because of its
reverential tone.

The low or medium
voice arrangement has



been recorded by
notable baritones and
mezzo-sopranos,
including performances
by Thomas Hampson
and Susan Graham.
Their interpretations
demonstrate the
song’s versatility—it
sounds just as natural
in a rich baritone as in
a luminous mezzo. This
adaptability is a
testament to
Lauridsen’s
craftsmanship and the
universality of Agee’s
poem.

Connecti
ng with
Audience
S

What makes Sure On
This Shining Night so
moving is its ability to
transport the listener.

10

The combination of
Agee’s timeless
imagery and
Lauridsen’s poignant
harmonies creates a
moment of stillness in
a busy world. When
performed well,
audiences often report
feeling a sense of
peace, even healing.
This is the power of
great art song—it
speaks directly to the
human experience of
wonder, loneliness, and
the desire for
connection.

For the singer, the
piece also offers an
opportunity for
personal growth. The
requirements for
emotional vulnerability,
subtle vocal control,
and musical
partnership with the
pianist are skills that
serve any performer
well. It is a piece that
reveals more with each
performance, much
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like a well-loved poem
that vyields new
meaning with each
reading.

Conclusio
n

Morten Lauridsen’s
Sure On This Shining
Night from Four Songs
for Voice and Piano is a
gem of the
contemporary vocal
repertoire. The
dedicated arrangement
for low or medium
voice ensures that
singers with deeper
timbres can also
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experience the joy of
performing this
luminous work. Its
blend of exquisite
poetry, accessible yet
profound music, and
the potential for deep
emotional connection
make it a piece that
deserves a permanent
place in every singer’s
library. Whether you
are a student seeking a
meaningful recital
piece or a professional
looking to touch
hearts, this shining
night song will never
disappoint. Its stars
continue to shine for
anyone willing to
listen.



