“The May-Pole of Merry Mount”
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mythic story

· psychological, theological, philosophical interpretations

· prelapsarian paradise vs. postlapsarian Puritan world 
· Merry Mount:

· prior to knowledge of sin, guilt, restraint

· self-indulgent gaiety, lighthearted sexuality

· superficial pleasure w/o joy, passion

· Puritan:

· self-restraint, dogma, lifeless, sterile

· *anti-Utopian:  

· only by losing earthly paradise does the couple learn to reconcile that life is sorrow & joy 
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(balance) 

· (GOOD & EVIL) 

· (Felix Culpa)

· PURSUIT of HAPPINESS:
· freedom of religious expression

· freedom from religious persecution

· CONTRASTS:
· 2 in 1

· contrast

· juxtaposition

· mixture

· jollity of MM & the gloom of the woods

· jollity of the MM & the gloom of the Puritans/Pilgrims

· mix of human & animals (costumes)

· views of the forest:  
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mixing & celebrating VS. devils & darkness
· nobody’s vs. God’s to give to His People

· English priest = 

· embodiment of MIX
· sacred & profane

· mirth of Old England + the “wilder glee” of these woods

· wedding: 

· man & woman

·  2 in 1

· twilight = Day & Night mixed

· dream & reality (dazed confusion)

· iron & flesh (Endicott & his armor = one)

· MAY-POLE:
· old English tradition

· “pagan’ by Puritans

· pole placed in village

· streamers

· people = bedecked in flowers

· dancing around pole

· celebrating MAY DAY

· May 1st 

· the coming of spring

-------------------------------------------------------------------------

· epigraph:
· “philosophic romance”

· “allegory”

· based on historical records –

· “masques, mummeries, festive customs”

· (Irving’s framing)

· ATMOSPHERE:

· description of atmosphere = bright, happy, cheerful
· “Bright were the days at MM….”

· “gay colony”

· “…pour sun-shine over NE’s rugged hills”

· “people of the GOLDEN AGE”

· CONTRAST:

· “Jollity & gloom were contending for an empire.”

	SETTING
· colonial era

· New England 

· Plymouth Plantation, Massachusetts Bay Colony

· Merry-Mount

· Mount Wollaston

· now = Quincy, Mass.

· culture clash:

· 1625-1630

· fur & gun traders vs. religious community

· Thomas Morton

· Plymouth & Salem Pilgrims

· 1627: Morton encourages use of the May Pole

· 1628:  John Endicott, govenor of Massachusetts Colony, led expedition to cut down May Pole, just after Morton = deported to England for trafficking fire arms to Indians

· alternate POV:

· William Bradord

· leader of Pilgrims at Plymouth

· Of Plymouth Plantation

· Morton’s own New English Canaan mock epic
· Midsummer’s Eve

· June 20

· day before the longest day of the year
· wedding celebration




· MAY-POLE:
· pine tree

· “gaily decked”

· symbolizes “the slender grace of youth”

· top = silken banner, rainbow colors

· body = decorated w/boughs, greenery, leaves

· ties = ribbons of 20 different colors (no sad ones)

· mixed in = flowers & blossoms

· shaft = same as banner at the top
· lowest bough = great wreath of roses (of English seed) 

· symbolizes the marriage

· PEOPLE:
· in costume

· community

· standing hand in hand

· Fauns & Nymphs 

· link to Ancient Greece

· “of Greecian anecestry” = link through Aneas to England

· sought REFUGE there

· “as all the PERSECUTED did, in the fresh woods of the West”

· (irony – persecuted Pilgrims & Puritans persecute MM)

· mix of animal & human

· antlers of stag

· wolf head

· he-goat

· bear

· w/real bear! (to dance with!)
· rest in like clown make-up, with painted smiles
· Savage

· “salvage”

· medieval & Renaissance pagentry tradition

· clad in foliage

· symbolizes a savage

· Indian 

· many wore fool’s caps, with bells

· symbolize their “gleesome spirits”

· CONTRAST:

· woods  = “melancholy forest”

· Puritans

· watching, comparing the MM “masques to those devils & ruined souls, w/whom their superstition peopled the black wilderness.”
· Comus:

· historical & literary reference –

· Greek god of revelry

· John Milton’s Comus
· turn unsuspecting travelers in the woods into monsters

· through magical potions

· to join their crew

· MM priest = their Comus

· perversion of Baptism???

· conversion

· LORD & LADY of the MAY:

· Edith & ??

· real wedding

· he: 

· scarf of rainbow colors, gilded staff in right hand, her hand in left

· dark, curly hair

· staff = symbol of high dignity

· she:

· dark, curly hair

· dressed as he

· roses at both their feet
· MM priest:

· English priest, canonically dressed
· jovial face

· bedecked w/flowers

· chaplet of vine leaves

· like a rosary bead, but w/fewer beads (only 55, 1/3 of rosary) 

· = mix of christian & pagan
· “… he had seemed the wildest monster there, & the very Comus of the crew”
· sacred & profane

· old & new (religions, worlds)

· jollity & gloom

· +/-

· in England (Oxford) = clerk, lay minister who assists parish clergy

· in woods = “high priest of MM”

· LIFE:
· dance 

· symbolizes  “how airily they should go through” life

· “dance of life”

· wreath of roses = 

· symbolizes their union

· thrown around their necks - connected

· EDITH = sad:

· cloud in sunshine

· this = the best time of our lives

· all downhill from here

· growing up, maturity -  reality

	· ``Edith, sweet Lady of the May,'' whispered he reproachfully, ``is yon wreath of roses a garland to hang above our graves, that you look so sad? O, Edith, this is our golden time! Tarnish it not by any pensive shadow of the mind; for it may be that nothing of futurity will be brighter than the mere remembrance of what is now passing.''

·    ``That was the very thought that saddened me! How came it in your mind too?'' said Edith, in a still lower tone than he, for it was high treason to be sad at Merry Mount. ``Therefore do I sigh amid this festive music. And besides, dear Edgar, I struggle as with a dream, and fancy that these shapes of our jovial friends are visionary, and their mirth unreal, and that we are no true Lord and Lady of the May. What is the mystery in my heart?''

·    Just then, as if a spell had loosened them, down came a little shower of withering rose leaves from the Maypole. Alas, for the young lovers! No sooner had their hearts glowed with real passion than they were sensible of something vague and unsubstantial in their former pleasures, and felt a dreary presentiment of inevitable change. From the moment that they truly loved, they had subjected themselves to earth's doom of care and sorrow, and troubled joy, and had no more a home at Merry Mount. That was Edith's mystery.


· youth, innocence

· have to grow up some time – inevitable 

· all good things must come to an end

· appearance vs. reality

· false gaity

· x-stacy

· drugs/alcohol

· maturity

· MIND ruins things, gets in the way of natural feelings/things

· high school/college graduation

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
· FLASHBACK – history of colonialization
· “Two hundred years ago, and more, the old world and its inhabitants became mutually weary of each other.”
· motives:

· to trade
· to build empires

· to pray

· to party! (MM)

· The Mirth-Makers:
· wandering actors, minstrels, montebanks, rope walkers, mummers

· THOUGHT & WISDOM = “unwelcome guests”

· ( “Erring Thought & perverted Wisdom”

· lost innocent joviality ( turned it into a “philosophy” (MIND)

· “after losing the heart's fresh gayety, imagined a wild philosophy of pleasure”

· fake, feigned, forced – to keep it going

· persecuted by the Puritans

· fled to America

· Flashback = Bradford’s Of Plymouth Plantation
· IRONY:  persecuted by the persecuted

· FORCED GAITY:
· Many had been maddened by their previous troubles into a gay despair; […]

· The young deemed themselves happy. [self-delusion]

· The elder spirits, if they knew that mirth was but the counterfeit of happiness, yet followed the false shadow wilfully, because at least her garments glittered brightest. Sworn triflers of a lifetime, they would not venture among the sober truths of life not even to be truly blest.

· IGNORNCE vs. INNOCENCE  *******************

· which is better?

· MATRIX:  Cypher wanting to go back into the Matrix

· “ignorance is bliss”

· Thomas Grey (“Eton”):  “Where ignorance is bliss, 'tis folly to be wise.”
· false religion
· “sworn” & “blest”

· Old English traditions:
· “hereditary pasttimes”

· King of Christmas

· Lord of Misrule

· Eve of St. John (Midsummer’s Eve) bonfires

· harvest-time wicker man

· Lord & Lady of the May

· May-Pole:
· characterized MM more than any other

· all year round

· all seasons added their splendor

· “But what chiefly characterized the colonists of Merry Mount was their veneration for the Maypole. It has made their true history a poet's tale. Spring decked the hallowed emblem with young blossoms and fresh green boughs; Summer brought roses of the deepest blush, and the perfected foliage of the forest; Autumn enriched it with that red and yellow gorgeousness which converts each wildwood leaf into a painted flower; and Winter silvered it with sleet, and hung it round with icicles, till it flashed in the cold sunshine, itself a frozen sunbeam. Thus each alternate season did homage to the Maypole, and paid it a tribute of its own richest splendor. Its votaries danced round it, once, at least, in every month; sometimes they called it their religion, or their altar; but always, it was the banner staff of Merry Mount.”

· PURITANS:
· “most dismal wretches”
· C/C:  

· bounties on Indians & animals

· fast days = their festival days

· their pasttime = sermons & prayer

· their May-Pole = the whipping post  ***

· dream of dancing = stocks

· dancing = whipping post (men or women)

· clad in armor – to make way even tougher

· symbolizes man’s nature of making life harder than it already is

· MM GAMES:

· Blindman’s Bluff:

· single scapegoat w/bells

· rest = blindfolded (pursue the 1)

· wakes = merriment & festive music to the grave

· juggling tricks

· sang ballads & told tales (to stern visitors) for edification (?)

· had yawning matches

· spied on the Puritans & laughed at their psalm-singing

· Puritans = clouds
· “At the very least of these enormities, the men of iron shook their heads and frowned so darkly that the revellers looked up imagining that a momentary cloud had overcast the sunshine, which was to be perpetual there.”

· FEUD:
· MM vs. Pilgrims

· what’s at stake:

· “The future complexion of New England was involved in this important quarrel. Should the grizzly saints establish their jurisdiction over the gay sinners, then would their spirits darken all the clime, and make it a land of clouded visages, of hard toil, of sermon and psalm forever. But should the banner staff of Merry Mount be fortunate, sunshine would break upon the hills, and flowers would beautify the forest, and late posterity do homage to the Maypole.”

· Clouds vs. Sunshine

· (Winthrop, Paine)

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
· BACK to PRESENT
· purposeful artistry:

· conspicuous

· (“Rip van Winkle”)

· announces leaving present to Flashback

· announces leaving Flashback to Present

· Oh, no! we delayed too long getting back to present & have to darken story too quickly

· SUNDOWN:

· end of the day

· end of theera

· symbolizes the end of the MM era, their mirth

· shadows

· shadow = PERSONIFIED as attacking from the woods

· symbolize the Puritans attacking from the woods

· dark froce

· clouds

· darkening over mirth

· MIX:

· twilight = Day & Night mixed

· dream & reality (dazed confusion)

· iron & flesh (Endicott & his armor = one)

· Puritans = God’s People

· new Israelites

· Endicott chops down May-Pole

· symbolizes the end of mirth

· “symbolic of departed pleasures, down fell the banner staff of Merry Mount”

· ( grew darker

· 2 interpretations:

· end of mirth (Puritans = dark force)

· “‘there lies the only Maypole in New England! The thought is strong within me that, by its fall, is shadowed forth the fate of light and idle mirth makers, amongst us and our posterity.’” (by the Puritans)

· Revellers = MIX:

· “each a figure of broad mirth, yet, at this moment, strangely expressive of sorrow and dismay”

· PUNISHMENTS (torture):

· whipping post

· stocks

· branding

· crop of ears

· long imprisonment

· shoot the bear! in the head! (witchcraft)

TRUE MARRIAGE
· There they stood, pale, downcast, and apprehensive. Yet there was an air of mutual support and of pure affection, seeking aid and giving it, that showed them to be man and wife, with the sanction of a priest upon their love. The youth, in the peril of the moment, had dropped his gilded staff, and thrown his arm about the Lady of the May, who leaned against his breast, too lightly to burden him, but with weight enough to express that their destinies were linked together, for good or evil. They looked first at each other, and then into the grim captain's face. There they stood, in the first hour of wedlock, while the idle pleasures, of which their companions were the emblems, had given place to the sternest cares of life, personified by the dark Puritans. But never had their youthful beauty seemed so pure and high as when its glow was chastened by adversity.
· Lord & Lady = symbolize True Marriage
· mutual support

· for better of worse

· adversity = testing agent, tests, purifies

· both sacrifice self for the other (self-sacrifice)

· Endicott:  “ he smiled at the fair spectacle of early love; he almost sighed for the inevitable blight of early hopes.”

· Revellers symbolize the idle pleasures of life

· Puritans symbolize sternest cares of life

· STORY = ALLEGORY
· Puritans & WOMEN:
· give them worse punishment

· “‘We are not wont to show an idle courtesy to that sex, which requireth the stricter discipline…’”

· post-pone their whippings

· cut his hair

· “pumpkin shell” hair cut

· make him look Puritan

· redress both them too

· ASSIMILATION
· of minority/loser into the fold of the majority/victor

· what Americans did to Indians (all minorities)

· FUTURE:

· Edgar = fight, toil, pray

· Edith = mother

· WREATH of ROSES:

· Endicott places it around their necks

· joining them

· marrying them

· linking them

· “It was a deed of prophecy. As the moral gloom of the world overpowers all systematic gayety, even so was their home of wild mirth made desolate amid the sad forest.”

· END:
· supporting each other

· go to heaven (would they have gone before forced conversion????)

· no regrets – don’t miss the vanities of MM
· “in the tie that united them, were intertwined all the purest and best of their early joys. They went heavenward, supporting each other along the difficult path which it was their lot to tread, and never wasted one regretful thought on the vanities of Merry Mount.”

-------------------------------------------------------------------------

http://www.cummingsstudyguides.net/Guides6/Maypole.html
SYMBOLS:
· MAY-POLE = 

· youth

· TO MM:

· old traditions

· fun

· spring, rebirth

· communion w/nature

· TO PURITANS:

· paganism – idol worship
· phallus

· sexual licentiousness

· suppression:

· object of controversy
· of 1 culture dominating another

· FOREST:

· danger, obscurity, confusion, unknown
· WILD, uncontrollable (the passions)

· unrestrained sexuality, sensuality - orgy
· Puritans see it as land of devils, savages, evil

· Pastoral Tradition = place of restoration, GARDEN of EDEN

· SUNSHINE:

· joy, happiness, merriment, optimism
· MERRY MOUNT:

· To MM:

· starting over

· communion w/nature

· link to past, Old Traditions

· escape from everyday hardships

· Garden of Eden

· TO PURITANS:

· corruption of…

· New Eden

· God’s Kingdom on Earth

· New Jerusalem

· Salvage = savage

· costumes =

· mix of human & animal

· man’s connection to nature

· man’s bestial nature

· fool caps = happy spirits

· wreath of roses = marriage

· SUNSET = 

· death

· foreboding

· end of era for MM

· smiling:  though, seems pleased w/MM reverly, bond w/nature

· golden staff of Lord of the May = high dignity
· dance = how couples should dance through life
· life = fun

· life = partnership …. EMPATHY
· Puritan’s armor = man’s self-defeating nature of making life harder than it already is
· stocks & whipping post = Puritans’ cruel nature

· sundown = end of MM era, end of their mirth
· shadows = Puritans (attacking as darkness, = darkness descending on mirth)

· fall of the May-Pole = end of mirth
· Lord & Lady = symbolize True Marriage

· Revellers symbolize the idle pleasures of life

· Puritans symbolize sternest cares of life

· hair cut = assimulation
· wreath of roses = marries ord & lady, symbolizes end of mirth, victory of “moral gloom”
· symbolism = symbolic

· ( symbolism points to deeper meanings to the story itself  ***

STYLE:
· description

· comparison-contrast

· history – flashback 

· symbolism

· allegory
· conspicuous artistry 

· indeterminacy
· foreshadowing –

· sunset

· colors

· poetic-
· alliteration

· personification

· allegory

· simile & metaphor

THEMES:
· appearance vs. reality

· dream-like quality

· confusion

· allegory

· mind – 

· gets in the way of natural instincts, intuition

· perverts the innocent, inherent, natural

· rationalization

· anti-ENLIGHTENMENT??
·  self-delusion (old men knew truth but decided to ignore it)
· false gaity

· see appearance vs. reality above

· extremism:

· extreme in happiness

· extreme in religion

· MORAL:  reality, existence, people should live in the middle

· Both groups = NEGATIVE example
· see “Rip Van Winkle”
· multiple interpretations = indeterminacy
· of forest, of falling May Pole

· mixtures

· 2 in 1

· +/-

· assimilation
· TRUE LOVE
· self-sacrifice

· inter-dependence

· short-lived innocence
SONGS:
· “Life’s a Dance” John Michael Montegomery

· “Dance, Dance, Dance” Steve Miller

· “Whipping Post” ABB

· “End of the Innocence” Don Henley
CREATION MYTHS:
· of sorts

· “Rip Van Winkle” & thunder

· “MP of MM” & colonial history

ALLEGORY:
· symbolism points to deeper meanings to the story itself  

· Lord & Lady = symbolize True Marriage

· Revellers symbolize the idle pleasures of life

· dance:  partnership, inter-dependence

· Puritans symbolize sternest cares of life

· As the moral gloom of the world overpowers all systematic gayety, even so was their home of wild mirth made desolate amid the sad forest.”

· story of Western colonization of the New World

· forced conversion & assimilation

· self-righteousness
· self-delusions
· “could have been”

· New Eden potential & impossibilities

· anti-Utopia

· persecuted turn persecutors

· maturity:

· coming of age

· end of the innocence

· “It was a deed of prophecy. As the moral gloom of the world overpowers all systematic gayety, even so was their home of wild mirth made desolate amid the sad forest.”

· AMERICA:
· assimilation

· American way

· women

· Indians

· blacks, other minorities

· immigrants (until 21st Century)
· Merrymount Revellers =
· Romantics

· innocence

· Indians

· Utopias – New Eden of New World

· bestial part of man

· idle pleasures of man

· appearance, dream

· ID (vs. Ego, SuperEgo)

· Puritans =

· harsh cares, toil, woe

· reality

· Superego

· combined ( tey equal the MATURATION process, growing up

· “When I was a child, I thought as a child, spake as a child, but now that I am a man, I have put away such childish things.”

CRITICAL INTERPRETATIONS:

· Feminism:

· May Pole = phallus

· Puritan treatment of women

· beat worse

· barefoot & pregnant

· New Historicism:

· history written by the victors

· & then re-written by the survivors

· revisionist history

· like a movie remake

· Psychology:

· Id, Ego, Superego

· maturation process

· Religious:

· self-righteousness

· religious persecution 

· persecuted become persecutors

· “think as a child….”

QUESTIONS
A. MERRY MOUNTERS

· 1. Describe the scene of the festival around the May-Pole, including their leader, who is likened to Comus (the Greek god of revelry and merrymaking, son and cup bearer to the god Dionysus [= Bacchus, to the Romans], usually depicted as a winged youth or as a child-satyr) (3). How is the leader like Comus? What do the festivities tell you about the people of Merry Mount?

· 2. What is the May-Pole? What does it signify? What does it mean that the Merry-Mounters venerate it?

· 3. How do the Merry-Mounters live day by day? Why do they live as they do? Why have they embraced “a wild philosophy of pleasure” (5)? Can you defend their view of life?

· 4. What is the meaning of the presence of wild animals—and of human beings costumed as half-human/half-animal—at their festival? What is the implicit view of the place of humankind in the natural world?

· 5. Is this a sustainable community? Why or why not? What does it produce?

· 6. Is Hawthorne’s picture of Merry Mount satirical or serious?

B. PURITANS:

· 1. What are the Puritans like? What animates them?

· 2. What do they revere? What is their implicit view of the place of humankind in the natural world?

· 3. Why do the Puritans attack Merry Mount? Can you defend what they think and do?

· 4. Why the practice of public shaming (the stocks) of wrongdoers? What is the relationship between shame and societal norms? What is the role of shame in a community? Could a community last without shame?

· 5. Is this a sustainable community? Why or why not? What does it produce?

· 6. Is Hawthorne’s picture of the Puritans satirical or serious? What do we know of the historical Puritans in America? Do they fit Hawthorne’s descriptions?

C. YOUNG COUPLE: Edith and Edgar

· 1. What is the premonition that Edith and Edgar have just before they are to be married? What is “Edith’s mystery” (4)?

· 2. What is their reaction—to each other, and to Endicott—when threatened with punishment?

· 3. Are they typical Merry-Mounters, or do they represent something different? If so, what is it?

· 4. Do you think that their current joy in one another will fade with time?

· 5. What is it about them that moves and softens Endicott, the Puritan of Puritans? What is the meaning of the fact that he throws over their heads a wreath taken from the May-Pole? What is meant when this is called “a deed of prophecy” (10)?

· 6. Why, when they leave Merry Mount, do they leave without regret? Are they now going to become Puritans like the rest? Or are they bringing something new to Puritanville? If so, what?

D. STORY
· 1. What does Hawthorne mean when he says that “the facts . . . have wrought themselves . . . into a sort of allegory” (1)? An allegory of what?

· 2. We are told that the parties of gloom (the Pilgrims) and jollity (the Merry Mounters) were contending for an empire (1).

· a. As presented in the story, would you rather live among the Puritans or among the Merry-Mounters?

· b. Does either party win a clear victory over the other? Or can neither side win unless it incorporates something from the other—or, better, from some third alternative (perhaps represented here by the love of Edith and Edgar)? What should the Puritans learn from the Merry Mounters? And vice versa? What should both groups learn from Edith and Edgar?

THEMES:

· From its earliest beginnings, America has held together two ideas and practices that are often thought to be—and sometimes are in fact—in tension with each other: the spirit of liberty and the spirit of religion. In his Democracy in America, Alexis de Tocqueville attributes both of these spirits to the Puritans, whom he takes to provide the point of departure for the American way of life. Every human community reverences or looks up to something. But not every community encourages the exercise of the rights to life, liberty, and the private pursuit of happiness. Conversely, not all pursuits of private happiness are compatible with a sustainable and decent community, especially where there is a lack of reverence that would support private self-restraint and public morals. The story invites us to consider some of the larger questions about the relation, especially in America, among religion, morality, freedom, and human flourishing. It also invites questions about the place of marriage and family among people who are devoted to the pursuit of individual happiness, on the one hand, and to the glory of Heaven, on the other.

· A. Religion and Freedom

· 1. Is there anything distinctly American about the confrontation between the two kinds of communities and views Hawthorne describes? Does the contest continue today? If so, how would you describe its present form?

· 2. Which provides better support for a society of free, self-governing individuals, a biblical religion like that of the Puritans or nature-worship like that of the Merry-Mounters?

· B. Marriage and Community

· 1. Is there something uniquely American about the marriage of Edgar and Edith?

· 2. What does the story suggest is the proper relationship between marriage/family and community—especially between marriage/family and a community like ours, which is based not on ancient traditions and families but on shared ideals and principles? What is the relationship between the importance of marriage/family and the American celebration of the individual?

· 3. If the Merry-Mounters celebrate the body without regard to the soul, and the Puritans celebrate the (disembodied) soul without regard to earthly life, is there something in marriage and family that can correct each of these partial and utopian visions?
· 4. Does a marriage like that of Edgar and Edith still offer a living answer to a living problem in our time? What is that problem, and that answer, in modern America?

C. Love and Happiness

· 1. Is there a difference between jollity (or mirth) and genuine happiness (or joy)? If so, what is the difference? Is real happiness compatible with sadness, loss, and suffering? Why or why not?

· 2. What is the difference between true love and mere sexual enjoyment? Does true love require accepting sadness, loss, and suffering? Why or why not?

· 3. Is true love necessary for rich personal happiness? For a fulfilled life?
· http://www.whatsoproudlywehail.org/wp-content/uploads/Hawthorne_Study_Guide.pdf 

