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DISCOVERING THE SERENITY OF MORTEN
LAURIDSEN’S MASTERPIECE

For choral singers, conductors, and lovers of sacred music, few
contemporary works evoke the same sense of hushed wonder
and spiritual depth as Morten Lauridsen’s setting of the ancient
Latin text, O Magnum Mysterium. Since its premiere in 1994, this
hauntingly  beautiful  motet  has  become a  cornerstone  of  the
modern choral repertoire, performed by amateur church choirs
and  professional  ensembles  alike.  At  the  heart  of  its  lasting
appeal  lies  not  only  the  exquisite  music  itself,  but  also  the
widespread availability  and study  of  O Magnum Mysterium
Lauridsen sheet music, which allows singers around the world
to bring this luminous work to life.
This article provides a comprehensive exploration of this beloved
composition, from its historical and textual origins to practical
considerations for obtaining and performing the score. Whether
you are a choir director searching for the perfect octavo for an
upcoming Christmas concert, a vocalist looking to understand the
musical nuances, or simply a lover of choral art, this guide will
illuminate  why  Lauridsen’s  setting  remains  a  transcendent
experience  for  all  who  encounter  it.

THE COMPOSER: MORTEN LAURIDSEN AND HIS
UNIQUE VOICE

To  fully  appreciate  the  O  Magnum  Mysterium  Lauridsen
sheet music, it is essential to understand the composer behind
the work. Morten Lauridsen, born in 1943, is one of the most
performed American choral composers alive today. He served as
Distinguished  Professor  of  Composition  at  the  University  of
Southern California’s  Thornton School  of  Music  for  over  three
decades  and  was  named  an  American  Choral  Directors
Association (ACDA) Honorary Life Member. His musical language
is  often  described  as  “mystical,”  “luminous,”  and  “lyrical,”
characterized by rich, extended harmonies, careful voice leading,
and a profound sensitivity to text painting.
Lauridsen’s  style  draws  from  a  variety  of  influences,  including
Gregorian  chant,  Renaissance  polyphony,  and  Impressionist
harmony reminiscent of composers like Debussy and Ravel. Yet
his  voice  remains  distinctly  his  own.  When you examine any
edition of O Magnum Mysterium Lauridsen sheet music, you
will immediately notice the spacious, slow-moving chords and the
meticulous attention given to each syllable. This is music that
breathes, that commands silence, and that invites both performer
and listener into a meditative space.

Lauridsen’s Approach to
Sacred Text
Lauridsen has spoken extensively about his spiritual approach to
composition, even though he does not confine himself to writing
exclusively sacred music. His setting of the O Magnum Mysterium
text, which celebrates the wondrous mystery of the nativity and
the presence of animals at the manger, is a perfect example of
his ability to merge text and music into a single, unified gesture.

When  singers  hold  the  O  Magnum  Mysterium  Lauridsen
sheet music in their hands, they are holding a roadmap to a
deeply personal and universal prayer.

THE TEXT: A TIMELESS LATIN PRAYER

The words O Magnum Mysterium have been part of the Christian
liturgical tradition for centuries, most commonly associated with
the Responsory for Matins on Christmas Day. The full text, as set
by Lauridsen, reads:
O magnum mysterium,
et admirabile sacramentum,
ut animalia viderent Dominum natum,
iacentem in praesepio.
Beata Virgo, cuius viscera
meruerunt portare Dominum Iesum Christum. Alleluia.
The English translation is:
O great mystery,
and wonderful sacrament,
that animals should see the newborn Lord,
lying in a manger.
Blessed is the Virgin whose womb
was worthy to bear the Lord Jesus Christ. Alleluia.
Lauridsen’s genius lies in how he treats this ancient text. In the
available O Magnum Mysterium Lauridsen sheet music, you
will  notice that he often extends syllables over multiple notes
(melisma),  allowing  the  music  to  float  and  suspend  time.  The
word “mysterium” itself is given an almost palpable sense of awe
through  a  gentle,  rising  harmonic  progression.  The  “alleluia”
section, which begins softly and builds to a radiant climax, is one
of  the  most  celebrated  moments  in  all  of  modern  choral
literature.

MUSICAL ANALYSIS: WHAT MAKES THE SCORE
UNIQUE

When  you  open  an  edition  of  the  O  Magnum  Mysterium
Lauridsen sheet  music,  you  will  encounter  a  score  that  is
deceptively simple in appearance yet profoundly complex in its
effect. The work is written for a mixed choir of four to six voices
(SATB divisi, meaning the soprano, alto, tenor, and bass parts
sometimes split into multiple lines). The tempo marking is “Molto
tranquillo, sempre legato e dolcissimo,” indicating a very calm,
smooth, and sweet performance style.

Harmonic Language
Lauridsen’s harmonies are built on tonal centers that shift gently,
often moving by step or by common tones rather than through
traditional  functional  harmony.  Extended  chords—ninths,
elevenths,  and  thirteenths—create  a  rich,  resonant  wash  of
sound. When studying the O Magnum Mysterium Lauridsen
sheet music, you will see clusters of notes that look dense on
the page but resolve into pure consonance. This creates a feeling
of tension and release that mirrors the emotional arc of the text.

https://www.everybodystreet.com/


2

2 O Magnum Mysterium Lauridsen Sheet Music 2024-10-30

Voice Leading and Texture
One of the most rewarding aspects of singing this piece is the
voice leading. Lauridsen writes with an intimate understanding of
the human voice. Each vocal line is lyrical and singable, even
when the harmonies are complex. The texture is predominantly
homophonic—all voices move together in rhythmic unison—which
gives the piece a prayerful, chant-like quality. However, within
that homophony,  individual  voices occasionally break away to
create brief contrapuntal imitations, adding depth and variety.

Dynamic and Expressive
Markings
Examining the O Magnum Mysterium Lauridsen sheet music
reveals  a  composer  who  is  highly  specific  about  dynamics  and
expression.  The  work  begins  at  a  soft  dynamic  (piano  or
pianissimo) and grows only gradually. The climax, occurring on
the word “Alleluia,” reaches a fortissimo before subsiding back
into a hushed, ethereal close. Crescendos and decrescendos are
carefully marked, and Lauridsen frequently uses the term “dolce”
(sweetly) to guide the interpretation.

OBTAINING THE SHEET MUSIC: EDITIONS AND
FORMATS

For  choirs  and  individuals  seeking  to  purchase  O  Magnum
Mysteri  Lauridsen  sheet  music,  there  are  several  official
sources.  The  work  is  published  by  PeerMusic  Classical,  a
division of Faber Music, and is widely distributed through choral
retailers and online platforms.

Octavo Editions
The standard performance format is the choral octavo, a folded
sheet music booklet typically priced for individual purchase or
bulk order. The standard octavo includes the full score for SATB
choir  with  divisi.  Some  editions  may  also  include  a  piano
reduction for rehearsal purposes, although the piece is intended
to  be  sung  a  cappella.  When  searching  for  O  Magnum
Mysterium Lauridsen sheet music,  look for the publisher’s
catalog number, which is commonly Peermusic 00296347 or
similar, depending on the region.

Digital Downloads
Many  reputable  online  sheet  music  retailers  offer  digital  PDF
downloads of O Magnum Mysterium Lauridsen sheet music.
This is a convenient option for directors who need instant access
for rehearsal planning or for singers who prefer to read from a
tablet. When purchasing digitally, be sure to buy from authorized
dealers  to  ensure  you receive  a  high-quality,  legal  copy that
respects the composer’s copyright.

Full Score and Choral
Collections
In  addition  to  the  individual  octavo,  O Magnum Mysterium
Lauridsen sheet music  is also included in several published
collections of Lauridsen’s choral works. These volumes are ideal
for libraries, institutions, or conductors who wish to study multiple
pieces by the composer. The full score is useful for analysis, as it

often includes larger print and more detailed markings.

Transcriptions and
Arrangements
While the original SATB a cappella setting is the most famous,
other arrangements have been licensed over the years. You can
find O Magnum Mysterium Lauridsen sheet music  arranged
for  treble  voices  (SSA),  tenor-bass  choirs  (TTBB),  and  even
instrumental  ensembles  such as  string quartet  or  wind band.
These arrangements, though not the original, allow ensembles of
different voicings to experience the beauty of the work.

PERFORMANCE CONSIDERATIONS FOR CHOIRS

Learning and performing this piece is a deeply rewarding but
demanding  endeavor.  Whether  your  choir  is  reading  from  a
printed  octavo  or  a  digital  copy  of  O Magnum Mysterium
Lauridsen sheet music, there are several key considerations to
keep in mind.

Breath Control and
Phrasing
The slow tempo and long, sustained phrases require excellent
breath support. Singers must plan their breaths carefully, often
using staggered breathing (where not everyone breathes at the
same  time)  to  maintain  the  seamless,  legato  line.  The  O
Magnum Mysterium Lauridsen sheet music  contains  very
few rests, so the director should mark breathing points in the
score during rehearsal.

Intonation
Because of the extended harmonies and gentle chromaticism,
intonation can be challenging. Singers must listen carefully to the
intervals and to the vertical alignment of chords. Regular tuning
exercises, especially on the more dissonant chords, are essential.
Having  a  reliable  edition  of  the  O  Magnum  Mysterium
Lauridsen  sheet  music  is  the  first  step;  using  it  effectively  in
rehearsal is the second.

Blend and Balance
Lauridsen’s  music  demands  a  blended,  homogenous  choral
sound.  No  one  section  should  dominate  unless  specifically
indicated.  The  bass  line,  in  particular,  provides  a  harmonic
foundation that must be warm and resonant without being heavy.
Sopranos should float the high notes rather than push them. Altos
and tenors, who often carry the inner harmonic voices, need to
listen across the ensemble to ensure balance. The O Magnum
Mysterium Lauridsen sheet music clearly indicates dynamics
for each part, but achieving true blend requires sensitivity and
trust among singers.

RECORDING RECOMMENDATIONS

Studying  recordings  of  the  piece  alongside  the  O Magnum
Mysterium Lauridsen sheet  music  is  an  excellent  way  to
internalize  the  style.  Several  definitive  recordings  exist,  and
hearing  them  can  inform  your  own  interpretation.

Los Angeles Master Chorale, conducted by Paul
Salamunovich – This is perhaps the most famous
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recording, as Lauridsen composed the work for this
ensemble. Their interpretation is authoritative and deeply
spiritual.
The Cambridge Singers, conducted by John Rutter – A
beautifully polished and warm rendition that highlights the
lyrical qualities of the score.
Choir of King’s College, Cambridge – Their recording
offers a slightly different acoustic perspective, with the
resonant chapel adding to the ethereal effect. Following
along with the O Magnum Mysterium Lauridsen sheet

music while listening to these recordings will reveal the
subtle nuances in tempo, dynamics, and phrasing that
make each performance unique.

WHY THIS PIECE ENDURES

In a world of constant noise and distraction, the music of Morten
Lauridsen offers a rare gift:  stillness. The widespread availability
of O Magnum Mysterium Lauridsen sheet music has allowed
this gift to be shared in countless churches, concert halls, and
schools. It is a


