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Jennifer Grassman calls her original compositions "spiritual" and "feminine." It's a moody mix she likens to the work of Sarah McLahlan, Tori Amos and Loreena McKennitt. 

The Houston performer's 2006 disc, At the Back of the North Wind, showcased pounding melodies and piano arrangements (and a voice that echoes the ethereal swirl of Sarah Brightman).

Grassman, a University of Houston vocal major, brings that same sense of purpose to Keep Silent, a new, double-disc collection of ancient Christmas carols and hymns. She's been touring churches throughout Texas and chatted recently about her holiday mission:

When did the seasonal spirit first strike?
My first big gig was playing at the Warwick Hotel during the holiday season. I did little renditions of my favorite carols that I'd grown up with in a very conservative church. They were sentimental to me. I was able to kind of make them my own. It's been inspiration, I'd say, for about three years.

Was it Christmas year-round at home during recording?
I've basically been listening to Christmas music for the last year-and-a-half. My tree was up until August — until my husband finally made me take it down. The cats really loved it.

How did you set the Christmas mood?
I would turn all the lights off. I had a little cinnamon-apple scented candle that I would light. And to me, that smelled like Christmas because my mom would always bake apple pie. That would help me get in the mood.

What was special about the title track, Keep Silent?
That's from the fifth century. It was originally translated from Latin, from the liturgy of St. James. It's different from any other Christmas carol I've ever heard. This was just very devout, very somber. It's almost like a Gregorian chant. I just found it really fascinating.

Was it tough incorporating your two originals into the mix?
They are pseudo-ancient carols. I didn't want them to be a huge contrast to the old carols. I wanted to keep a consistent mood throughout the CD. I've always been influenced by classical music, so it wasn't too hard of a thing to do.

What's your favorite Christmas song?
Handel's Messiah, even when I was really little. It's just a tradition for me on Christmas. I wanted to keep that going ... that very traditional, very pure (sound).

Doesn't a Christmas CD present unique marketing challenges?
Obviously, I won't be able to sell many in July. But the good thing about it is every Christmas, every holiday season, I'm going to have a CD to sell. People just buy it hardly without even hearing it. In that sense, it's a really easy sell.

In keeping with the theme, what's been the most memorable Christmas gift you've received?
I was dating my husband, ... and we were exchanging gifts. Jason got me a bottle of perfume that — get this — I asked him for three months earlier. He remembered the name of it. I was shocked. It was Clinique Happy.
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