
Pilgrimage is a contemplative and beautiful procession, inviting headlamp-clad 
singers to walk while singing medieval melodies once sung on the pilgrimage 
route to Santiago de Compostela. Typically, Pilgrimage concludes at a local ca-
thedral or church, where the group continues singing, this time accompanied by 
a church organ.

This event may be joined by singers of all skill levels, from absolute beginners to 
early music specialists. It may be promoted as a kind of Christmas caroling, but 
with haunting and rarely-heard music. Although medieval pilgrims walked for 
weeks to reach Santiago, a typical Make Music Winter pilgrimage will last about 
an hour.

2020

Pilgrimage

Make Music Winter is presented by the Make Music Alliance and the NAMM Foundation

I �ttingly ended my day of peregrinations 
with “Pilgrimage.” Starting from Sympho-
ny Space on the Upper West Side, the con-
ductor Malcolm J. Merriweather taught 
a small, hardy troupe several medieval 
songs that religious pilgrims used to sing 
on the route to Santiago de Compostela 
in Spain. We were given sheet music, and 
for a few numbers I was able to brush o� 
my three years of middle and high school 
Latin. (Hi, Mrs. Ellis!)

“Music is the most upli�ing thing there 
can be,” Maya Klein, who plays ukulele 
in her spare time, told me as we walked 
along Riverside Park up to the Cathedral 
Church of St. John the Divine, headlamps 
illuminating the ancient words in our 
hands. “It’s kind of magic.” Susan Oya-
ma, who has now gone to three Make Mu-
sic events over the years, added, “It’s like 
somebody’s dream of community.”

–“Solstice Serenades in New York City for 
Make Music Winter,” by Teddy Wayne, 
New York Times, December 23, 2016
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1. A good conductor with a local following. It’s easy to attract singers to join 
the event, despite the unusual concept and repertoire, if it is led by a conductor 
they know and trust. The conductor does not need to be an early music expert, 
just someone with choral experience.

2. Headlamps for each participant, for reading the music while walking in the 
dark, and generally looking cool.

3. A pitchpipe for the conductor to use en route.

4. Printed copies of medieval pilgrimage songs. It’s a good idea to make the 
music available online in advance for people to download, but bring printed cop-
ies for those who show up empty-handed.

5. Assistant conductors to keep things together, if you’re expecting a large 
group where not everyone can see or hear the conductor at the front.

6. A place (indoors or out) where participants can gather at the start for 
about 30 minutes and run through the music, a walking route, and a church 
destination at the end. The contemplative experience is heightened by selecting 
a route that goes through natural spaces like open �elds or parks on the way to 
the church.

Permits 
Each city has its own regulations, but chances are you will not need any permits 
for this event. As long as you are not blocking tra�c, and you keep moving, very 
few permitting requirements will come into play.

Repertoire
New York’s annual Make Music Winter Pilgrimage features six songs that are 
attached at the end of this handbook: Santa Maria, strela do dia and Quen a oma-
gen da Virgen from the Cantigas de Santa Maria of Alfonso X El Sabio (1221–1284), 
Stella Splendens, Laudemus Virginem, and Splendens Ceptigera from the Llibre 
Vermell de Montserrat (14th century), and the Coventry Carol (16th century). 
Simple rounds, like those from the Llibre Vermell, work especially well. Feel free 
to add your own repertoire. 

WHAT 
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ORGANIZE

2023



Pilgrimage    2020

3 

Make Music Winter

Marketing and Recruiting Singers
The key to a successful Pilgrimage is to have a good conductor with a local fol-
lowing. If he or she can spread the word to singers in their choirs, and to col-
leagues with choirs of their own, it will be easy to �nd interested singers. Ideally 
you should aim to have 30 to 50 singers, which gives the event a full sound with-
out being unmanageable.

In addition to your local marketing, please send your event details to
aaron@makemusicday.org as soon as possible for inclusion on the national 
Make Music Winter website and in press outreach.

1. Arrive at the starting location, and pass out the sheet music and head-
lamps. The conductor should spend 30 minutes running through the music, so 
that everyone has a chance to become familiar with the tunes while they are sta-
tionery. (Don’t get too hung up correcting everyone’s pronunciation of medieval 
Portuguese.)

2. If you have a large group, identify the assistant conductors. When the 
group sets o�, they should walk slightly o� to the side to maintain their own 
view of the main conductor, and sing strongly themselves.

3. For the �rst song, start singing while 
standing in place, then begin walking a�er 
the �rst verse. This will help keep everyone 
together on the right pitch and tempo. You may 
choose to do the same for each song, depending 
on how well-coordinated the group is.

4. Feel free to take breaks where you walk 
without singing, to cross a street for instance, 
but make the breaks short – wait too long and 
people will start chatting with each other, lose 
focus, and break the contemplative mood.

5. Once you reach the church, it’s most dramatic for singers to keep singing 
as they walk up the church steps and enter the sanctuary. The conductor 
then sits down at the organ, and at an appropriate moment, enters to accompany 
the group for a �nal verse. Hopefully the singers will be on pitch, if not they can 
make a quick recovery and match the organ.

6. Collect the headlamps at the end, so you can use them again next year, and 
thank everyone for coming!

WHAT 
TO DO ON 
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Coventry Carol
15th century

harm. Martin Fallas Shaw
15th century

ChristmasCarolMusic.org - free Christmas carol sheet music
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