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INTRODUCTION: THE ENDURING
MAGIC OF "ONCE UPON A
DECEMBER" FOR PIANO

Few pieces of music capture the
bittersweet blend of memory, longing,
and fantasy quite like "Once Upon a
December." Written by Lynn Ahrens and
Stephen Flaherty for the 1997 animated
film Anastasia, this hauntingly beautiful
waltz has become a staple in the
repertoire of pianists around the world.
Whether you are a beginner looking for a
first recital piece or an advanced player
seeking an expressive challenge, Once
Upon A December sheet music piano
offers a journey into melody, emotion,
and technical growth. Its enduring
popularity on streaming platforms, in
YouTube tutorials, and in piano method
books speaks to its universal appeal. In
this article, we will explore the song’s
background, the different arrangements
available, and practical tips for learning
and performing it — all while keeping
your playing authentic and heartfelt.

The tune is instantly recognizable: a
gentle, lilting 3/4 time signature that
evokes a dance from a bygone era. The
lyrics speak of a dreamlike memory, and
the melody floats with an almost folk-like
simplicity. Yet beneath that surface lies
a rich harmonic structure that rewards
careful study. For anyone searching for
Once Upon A December sheet music

piano, the options range from simplified
lead sheets to lush, concert-style
transcriptions. Understanding these
choices will help you select the version
that best fits your skill level and musical
goals.

HISTORICAL CONTEXT AND
MUSICAL ORIGINS

The Film and Its
Soundtrack

Released by Fox Animation Studios,
Anastasia tells the fictionalized story of
Grand Duchess Anastasia Nikolaevna of
Russia. The film’s score was composed
by David Newman, while the songs were
crafted by Ahrens and Flaherty. "Once
Upon a December" appears in a key
scene where the amnesiac protagonist,
Anya, experiences a flashback while
listening to a music box. The melody
serves as a bridge between her
forgotten royal past and her present
dreams. The original recording features
the voice of Liz Callaway, whose warm,
belted performance anchored the song’s
emotional impact.

The song’s structure is deceptively
simple: a verse that builds anticipation, a
chorus that opens into a sweeping
refrain, and a bridge that modulates
upward to heighten the emotional
climax. This architecture is why Once
Upon A December sheet music piano
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works so well as a solo instrumental
piece. The piano version can capture the
wistful quality of the verse and the
triumphant release of the chorus without
needing words.

Why It Resonates
with Pianists

One reason this piece has become so
beloved among pianists is its emotional
directness. The melody lies well under
the fingers, often moving stepwise or by
small intervals, which makes it
accessible. At the same time, the left-
hand waltz pattern requires careful
control of weight and balance. Many
intermediate arrangements introduce
arpeggiated chords and subtle
syncopations that challenge
coordination. For advanced players, full
transcriptions include lush harmonic
extensions, rolling chords, and quick
hand position shifts that test agility and
voicing. In short, Once Upon A
December sheet music piano grows
with the player, offering new layers of
depth as technique improves.

FINDING THE RIGHT
ARRANGEMENT: LEVELS AND
SOURCES

Beginner-
Friendly Versions

If you are just starting out, look for
arrangements marked "easy piano" or
"big note." These typically simplify the
left hand to single bass notes or simple
intervals, and they often transcribe the
melody into the key of C major or G
major to avoid too many sharps or flats.

Many online sheet music marketplaces
— such as Musicnotes, Sheet Music Plus,
and even free community sites — offer
beginner versions of Once Upon A
December sheet music piano. These
are ideal for students in their first or
second year of study. They retain the
song’'s essential character while
reducing technical demands.

Intermediate
Arrangements

Intermediate players will appreciate
versions that include fuller harmonies
and more varied rhythmic patterns. At
this level, the left hand often plays
broken chords (waltz bass) or two-note
slurs, and the right hand may include
octaves or chordal passages. The key
often remains C major or D-flat major
(the key of the original film recording).
Intermediate arrangements usually
include pedal markings and dynamic
suggestions. Many piano method books
also feature this song in collections like
"Pop Hits for Piano" or "Movie Favorites."
When searching for Once Upon A
December sheet music piano, filter
by "intermediate" to find these balanced
editions.

Advanced
Concert
Transcriptions

For the advanced or professional pianist,
there are virtuosic transcriptions that
expand the piece into a full performance
showpiece. These may include rapid
arpeggios, dramatic dynamic contrasts,

2 Once Upon A December Sheet Music Piano

2024-12-10



Once Upon A December Sheet Music Piano 3

and extended sections with
improvisatory  flair.  The  harmonic
language can become more chromatic,
and the texture thicker. Some
transcriptions are arranged by well-
known pianists or composers and require
solid technique and interpretive
maturity. These versions are perfect for
recitals or competitions. Look for

arrangements labeled "concert,"
"advanced," or "professionally
arranged."

Where to
Purchase or
Download

e Musicnotes.com - Official, high-
quality digital downloads with
instant transposition.

e Sheetmusicplus.com - Wide
selection of print and digital
editions.

e PianoStreet.com - Community-
shared scores, often free or low
cost.

e IMSLP.org - Public domain
arrangements (though note the
original song is still under
copyright, so verify).

e YouTube tutorials - Many
creators offer printable PDFs via
Patreon or their own websites.

LEARNING AND PERFORMING
"ONCE UPON A DECEMBER"

Mastering the

Waltz Feel

The piece is in 3/4 time, meaning three
guarter-note beats per measure. The
classic waltz accompaniment pattern is
"bass-chord-chord" (root note on beat
one, chord on beats two and three).
When playing Once Upon A December
sheet music piano, pay close attention
to the weight of the bass note. It should
be slightly stronger than the chords that
follow, creating a gentle rocking
sensation. Avoid making the chords too
heavy; they should support the melody
without overpowering it. Practicing
hands separately first can help you
internalize this pulse.

Phrasing and
Dynamics

The melody of "Once Upon a December"
often begins softly and then swells on
longer notes. Think of it as sung by a
voice: the phrases have natural rises and
falls. Use a gradual crescendo as the
melody ascends and a diminuendo as it
descends. The chorus (the "Once upon a
December" section) is typically louder
and more passionate. Markings like mf
(mezzo-forte) increase to f (forte) at the
climax, then drop back to p (piano) for
the final verse. Pedal should be changed
with each harmony to avoid blurring. Use
half-pedaling for very legato passages.

Common
Challenges and



Solutions

1. Wide leaps in the left hand. If
the arrangement has large
intervals between bass notes and
chords, practice the left hand
slowly, keeping the arm relaxed
and moving as a unit.

2. Syncopated rhythms. Some
intermediate versions introduce
off-beat accents. Count aloud
(1-2-3) and tap the rhythm before
playing.

3. Voicing the melody. The right
hand may play chords that contain
the melody note. Practice bringing
out the top line by playing that
finger slightly louder. Try "singing"
the melody as you play.

4. Modulation. The bridge often
modulates from D-flat major up to
E-flat major. This changes the
hand positions. Mark the key
signature change in your score
and practice the transition slowly.

Adding Personal
Interpretation

While following the printed score is
important, remember that music is
about expression. Once you are
comfortable with the notes, experiment
with rubato (flexible tempo) on the final
measures. You can hold the final high
note a little longer, or gently slow down
at the end of each phrase. Listen to
different recordings — both vocal and
instrumental — to hear how pianists
interpret the piece. Famous covers by
artists like Lindsey Stirling (violin) or
piano-only renditions on YouTube can
inspire your own approach to Once

Upon A December sheet music
piano.

BENEFITS OF PLAYING THIS
PIECE

Emotional
Connection and
Storytelling

Every time you sit down at the piano to
play "Once Upon a December," you are
stepping into a narrative. The music
evokes imagery of snow, palace halls,
and lost memories. This emotional depth
makes practicing feel less like a drill and
more like a creative act. It can also be a
powerful tool for building confidence:
whenever you master a difficult passage,
you are not just hitting correct notes —
you are conveying a story.

Technical Skill
Development

Depending on the arrangement you
choose, this piece can help you improve
several core piano skills:

e Waltz accompaniment patterns

e Dynamic control and phrasing

e Hand coordination across leaps

e Pedal techniques (syncopated and
legato)

e Bridging between different key
signatures

Because the melody is so singable, it
also encourages ear training: you can
anticipate where the melody should go,
which aids memorization.
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CONCLUSIONt X Q UR FOIURNIEXeS, you create a

WITH THIS TIMELESS MELODY

"Once Upon a December" is more than
just a song from a beloved film — it is a
rite of passage for many pianists.
Whether you are playing a simple lead
sheet or a complex transcription, the
experience of bringing this melody to life
under your fingers is deeply rewarding.
By selecting the appropriate Once Upon
A December sheet music piano
arrangement for your level, practicing
with attention to waltz rhythm and
phrasing, and allowing yourself to feel

performance that resonates with both
you and your audience.

Remember that every pianist started
somewhere. If you stumble on a section,
slow it down. Use a metronome to
maintain steady tempo. Listen to the
original soundtrack to internalize the
feel. And most importantly, enjoy the
process. This piece has the power to
transport listeners to a dreamlike winter
world — and as the player, you become
the storyteller. So go ahead, find your
sheet music, set your fingers on the
keys, and let the waltz begin.



