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With all of its spectacular lights, 
familiar carols and colorful 
decorations, Christmas at the Capitol 
inspires thousands to become awash 
in the spirit of the season.  

It’s an especially magical and 
meaningful event for Moriah Gross, 
founder and director of the Pierre 
Youth Orchestra. Over the past 
decade, Gross and her students have 
performed in the Capitol Rotunda 
and added to the yuletide ambiance 
that more than 20,000 visitors travel 
from far and near to experience. 

Gross is one of many performers 
slated to appear in the Rotunda as 
Christmas at the Capitol takes place 
from Nov. 23 through Dec. 26. 
Visitors to this year’s celebration can 
expect to see brilliant hues of ruby, 
pink and pearl in recognition of the 
event’s 40th anniversary.

“Winter Wishes” is the theme for 
2021 as nearly 100 decorated trees 
will line the halls and fill the 

culture, and also to have our students 
experience that as well,” said Gross, a 
member of Oahe Electric Cooperative 
outside of Pierre.

A native of Kansas and 
accomplished string instrumentalist, 
Gross relocated to Pierre 10 years 
ago and soon realized there was no 
educational string program for public 
school students. So, she started the 
Pierre Youth Orchestra, which has 
nearly 40 students who are set to 
perform at the Capitol on Sunday, 
Dec. 19, at 5 p.m.

Gross said while she calls the 
Capitol “one of my favorite places 
to perform,” the experience is also 
beneficial for her music students in 
many ways.

“It’s just the opportunity to play for 
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historic structure. Local businesses 
and government agencies, non-profit 
organizations and other community 
groups from across the state will once 
again put their decorating skills to 
the test and give the Capitol and its 
environs a South Dakota Christmas 
flair.

This year’s official lighting 
ceremony will take place on Tuesday, 
Nov. 23, at 7:30 p.m. The popular 
Pie Day is set for Saturday, Dec. 4, 
from 11 a.m. to 3 p.m., when 
complimentary slices of pie, cookies, 
coffee and ice cream will be offered 
along with live musical entertainment 
sure to spark the Christmas spirit.

Gross said she and her students look 
forward to the event each year, but 
one memory stands out for her among 
the rest. Two years ago, she 
accompanied a guest performer who 
sang the traditional carol Silent Night 
in the language of the Lakota Sioux.

“It was so spectacular and moving 
to be able to have that experience 
there inside the State Capitol and 
honoring the Lakota people and 

Each year, musicians and other entertainers from across the state perform for the tens of thousands of visitors who travel to 
Pierre to see the “Christmas at the Capitol” displays and decorations. Photo by Billy Gibson
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THIS YEAR’S OFFICIAL 
LIGHTING CEREMONY WILL 
TAKE PLACE TUESDAY, 
NOV. 23, AT 7:30 P.M. THE 
POPULAR PIE DAY IS SET 
FOR SATURDAY, DEC. 4, 
FROM 11 A.M. TO 3 P.M.
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Nearly 100 trees are decorated by clubs, associations, non-profits and government agencies. Photo by Travel South Dakota.

an audience in this kind of setting. 
It’s very intimate and not like playing 
on a stage in a large theater where the 
audience is sitting at a distance away 
from you,” she said. “In the Rotunda, 
there are people all around, sometimes 
standing room only, and they’re very 
close and intimate. It’s an emotional 
time of year and you get to really 
connect with the audience. At the 
same time, they have to be disciplined 
and focused on what they’re doing. 
It’s a unique experience that a lot of 
students don’t always get to have.”

She said many students will return 
after they’ve graduated from the 
program and sit in on the performance 
and have their photos taken with 
the current crop of students at the 
Capitol.

Observing Christmas at the Capitol 
from behind the scenes, Gross noted 
the many individuals and volunteers 
who help make the event a success 
each year.

“I can’t say enough about all the 
committees, greeters, volunteers, 
organizers and others around the 

community who make this possible 
for people coming in from all over 
the country and the world. You have 
the sights and sounds and scents of 
the pine trees, and it all adds up to 
a wonderful holiday experience,” 
she said. “There are so many people 
who all work together to make this 
something special.”

The annual holiday event started 
back in 1981 with a dozen decorated 
trees and has grown in popularity 
through the past 40 years. Visitors can 
look for some of the more popular 
recurring displays such as a set of 
hand-painted porcelain ornaments 
from the China Painters Organization 
and an old wooden nativity scene that 
the local Knights of Columbus group 
sets up on the second floor of the 
Capitol each year.

Those interested in serving as a 
volunteer for the event can contact 
rick.augusztin@state.sd.us.

Approximate number 
of annual visitors

20,000
 to the Christmas at 
the Capitol event.

The State Capitol grounds are also decorated to evoke the spirit of Christmas. 
Photo by Travel South Dakota.
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