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Abstract

The Maypole and the Whipping-Post: 
Neo-Paganism and Puritanism in the Colonial America. 
(or, Why N.Hawthorne spent Sunday at Home.)

The American classic N. Hawthorne, though by temperament a religious man, had no religious affiliation and never went to church. Nevertheless, his writings reveal a religious sensibility and a traditional Christian outlook. The roots of his personal drama lie in the historical past of his country where he turned to in quest of spiritual identity and alleviation of his sense of family and national guilt. Many readers find his works rather sombre. Hawthorne himself ascribed this “darkness of blackness” (as H. Melville put it) to the spirit of his Puritan forebears, whose experiences became his artistic focus. Throughout his career he searched for a source of light - in life and in art. But contemporary religious and philosophical systems proved empty to the touch of Hawthorne’s  spiritual sense. An experiment of the early Merry Mount colony in New England (“The Maypole of Merry Mount”) might have been a promise for American future of a lighter spirit than that of Puritan theocracy. While the narrator’s voice in the story endorses the opposition of neo-paganism and Puritanism as alternative foundations of American culture, a deeper view reveals the affinity of these two religious and cultural systems in their revolutionary centrifugal impetus and radical break with the past. In the light of a true human emotion both antagonistic systems depicted in the story are shown to be but kindred illusions. The real conflict of the story develops between those empty ideologies and the human heart enlightened by sacrificial love and capacity for creative imagination. However, the resultant “religion of the heart” that Hawthorne came to profess proved to be but another humanistic delusion which ultimately failed to sustain his spiritual and creative talent.      
The Maypole and the Whipping-Post: 
Neo-Paganism and Puritanism in the Colonial America 
(or, Why N.Hawthorne spent Sunday at Home.)

Probably no other American classic was as retrospective as Hawthorne. Only Faulkner can match him in his quest for the roots. For Hawthorne the Past is closely linked with the present through the workings of universal moral laws. In his works history becomes allegory which enacts the drama of human freedom. 
Before I speak on the spiritual destiny of America as represented in one of Hawthorne’s stories, let me touch upon Hawthorne’s own personal journey. His works reveal a religious outlook and a religious sensibility. His views were traditional and Christian, he was no Unitarian, no modernist nor a socialist. He had too deep a sense of sin to entertain any of the humanistic illusions which became the object of his pointed satire in “The Celestial Railroad”. However, Hawthorne never defined his affinity to traditional Christianity through a regular communal fellowship. He wrote a sketch called “Sunday at Home”. Its narrator observes a church building and gathering worshippers through his parlor window. He never joins the congregation, but in his musings and work of imagination he is closely and deeply involved. 

Hawthorne was skeptical about contemporary religion. In the dusty folios of Puritan divinity, in the brilliant sermons of liberal theologians, in the more traditional forms of worship practiced in Europe - he sought life and found none. Only the mystery of Confession he witnessed in Rome moved his heart. But he was no iconoclast. He read his Bible, called religious faith “the most valuable and most sacred of human possessions”, and regretted that churches should stay shut six days a week. He believed that Protestantism needed “a new Apostle to convert it into something positive” by means of reintroducing some of the  “inestimable advantages” of historic Christianity. Hawthorne admitted that he “needed whatever fragments of broken reverence (broken, not as concerned religion, but its earthly institutions and professors) it might yet be patched into a sacred image.”
 “O, I ought to have gone to church!”
 exclaims the narrator in the “Sunday at Home”. Inner discord and solitude were Hawthorne’s portion throughout life, and, Emerson thought, a cause of his death. 

In search for spiritual identity Hawthorne turned to the past. Even though Puritans were stern, he wrote, “there was something warm and real about them”.
 It was their strong faith and sense of purpose that attracted him. In his sketch “The Main Street” he writes of the Puritans: “the zeal of a recovered faith burned like a lamp within their hearts, enriching everything around them with its radiance”. However, they failed to pass this burning faith to the posterity... “After a while, however,... these lamps began to burn more dimly, or with a less genuine luster; and then it might be seen how hard, cold, and confined was their system, - how like an iron cage was that which they called Liberty”. Thus, Puritan rigor was in his eyes as ambiguous as contemporary laxity.

Many readers have found Hawthorne’s works rather gloomy. In his famous essay Melville explained Hawthorne’s “darkness of blackness” by the influence of Calvinistic doctrines. But as dark a shadow is cast upon Hawthorne’s pages by the very deeds of the Puritans. In “The Main Street” he depicts cruel scenes from the early history and writes: “These scenes, you think, are all too sombre. So, indeed, they are; but the blame must rest on the sombre spirit of our forefathers, who wove their web of life with hardly a single thread of rose-color or gold, and not on me, who have a tropic-love of sunshine, and would gladly gild all the world with it, if I knew where to find so much.” 

However, long before Hawthorne in America there had already been made an attempt to gild the whole world. This attempt is the subject of Hawthorne’s story “The Maypole of Merry Mount” (1836) which we are now going to discuss in some detail.

  The basic events of the story are real. One Thomas Morton seized power in a trade colony near Plymouth. An early Puritan historian William Bradford relates: “After this they fell to great licentiousness and led a dissolute life... And Morton became Lord of Misrule.”
 Thus, elements of European carnival were introduced into American wilderness. Bradford continues: “They also set up a maypole, drinking and dancing about it many days together... As if they had anew revived and celebrated the feasts of the Roman goddess Flora, or the beastly practices of the mad Bacchanalians.”
 Morton was soon arrested by the Puritans, put on trial and sent to England. In his absence Massachusetts governor John Endicott cut down the Maypole. 

In the preface to his story Hawthorne says that these historical facts “have wrought themselves, almost spontaneously, into a sort of allegory.” (882) 
 The narrator presents the conflict as decisive for New England, for there “jollity and gloom were contending for an empire”. Now what are the two contending parties like? 

Merry Mount is a spot of never-ending spring, with the Maypole in its center, brightly decked with flowers and silken ribbons. First two paragraphs of the story give a glimpse as if of the Golden Age or Paradise. Everything is in harmony and brightness.

 However, this paradise is populated with a “wild throng” of “the Fauns and Nymphs and Gothic monsters” (883). “On the shoulders of a comely youth, uprose the head and branching antlers of a stag; a second, human in all other points, had the grim visage of a wolf; a third... showed the beard and horns of a venerable he-goat” (883). At Merry Mount there are no human but only syncretic beings, “some already transformed to brutes, some midway between man and beast” (883). They dance around the maypole, suggesting a cyclic time which does not lead to eternity. Having plunged into natural life, man deforms himself beyond recognition: “Other faces [were] distorted or extravagant, with red noses pendulous before their mouths, which seemed of awful depth, and stretched from ear to ear in an eternal fit of laughter” (883). Around the maypole confusion reigns supreme: a savage stands next to an Indian, and close by is a Turk and “an English priest, canonically dressed” (884). However, all these are only masques, a counterfeit.        

Yet life in the colony is very traditional. “All the hereditary pastimes of Old England were transplanted hither. The King of Christmas was duly crowned, and the Lord of Misrule bore potent sway” (885). On the eve of Saint John the colonists make bonfires, and at harvest time they carry straw puppets in a procession. Their object of worship is the Maypole. Such is Merry Mount.

But close by lies a community of Puritans, “the most dismal wretches”, who spend their days in prayer and toil. Their festivals are fast-days, and they meet in conclave to hear sermons three hours long. In their settlements only the culprits dance, that is around the whipping post, which the narrator terms the Puritan May-Pole.   

 The narrator links the future complexion of New England to the outcome of this conflict. “Should the grisly 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 beautify the forest, and late posterity do homage to the May-Pole!" (887). The denouement follows soon: Endicott cuts down the May-Pole and captures all its worshippers, to subject them to different cruel punishments. This, he believes, will put an end to idle mirth-making amongst the colonists and their posterity.

Here the reader is given a pause. Is present-day New England  a land of sermon and psalm? Has the May-Pole cult been totally expelled? Both ourselves and Hawthorne’s contemporaries would say no. Puritan’s temporary triumph did not in fact prevent their descendants from paying homage to “May-Poles” of deism, transcendentalism, pragmatism, and sheer atheism. And does not a bright never-ending festivity form the essence of the American Dream?  

This story, as most works of Hawthorne, is built upon ambiguity. The narrator’s predictions prove false, his evaluations inconsistent. A closer reading reveals the conflict of the story to develop in a quite different sphere than suggested by the narrator. 

Let us remember words originally used to describe the Merry Mount: "bright, sunny, gay, mirthful, happy, fresh, jollity, smile, sunshine, light, youth, laughter..." But what immediately follows is: "wild throng, monsters, grim visage, brute, distorted or extravagant [faces], counterfeit, strange company, irregular throng, wild revelry..." In the eyes of the Puritans happy merry-makers are "devils and ruined souls, fiend and his bond-slaves, the heathen crew, bestial pagans, blinded sinners". 

The narrator’s characteristic of the merry colony is along much similar lines. “The men of whom we speak, after losing the heart's fresh gaiety, imagined a wild philosophy of pleasure, and came hither to act out their latest day-dream" (885). "They... followed the false shadow willfully... Sworn triflers of a lifetime, they would not venture among the sober truths of life, not even to be truly blest" (885).

This could have been written by Bradford or some other Puritan, whose point of view the narrator here makes his own. But then the next paragraph opens quite unexpectedly: "Unfortunately, there were men in the new world, of a sterner faith than these May-Pole worshippers" (886). Does the narrator regret that the May-Pole cult is not universal? This conclusion, however, does not seem unnatural if we consider how the Puritans are characterized in the story: "stern band, dark Puritans, grim Puritans, most dismal wretches, men of iron, black shadows in human shape, clouded visages,  sombre shadow, superstition, weapons, the stocks, the whipping-post, branding, long imprisonment, hard toil..." Endicott is "the whole man wrought of iron, remorseless enthusiast, immitigable zealot, the severest Puritan..." Indeed, it turns out to be rather difficult to choose between “gay sinners” and “grisly saints”. Who acts Truth and who acts Falsehood in this allegory? The story gives no answer.

Let me suggest some reasons for this ambiguity. The Merry Mount enterprise is obviously an attempt to overleap the Christian era back into paganism. Throughout the Middle Ages there was a kind of balance between Christianity and the elements of primitive beliefs and practices which always survived to produce what M. Bakhtin called the folk carnival culture. After a short festive interval of Medieval carnival man found himself again a part of the Christian hierarchical and ascetic universe.

This balance was destroyed in the course of revolutions. Monarchs lost their sovereign power to defend and promote Christian principles in society and culture. Golden Age builders at the Merry Mount are a part of this revolutionary process. Paganism becomes official here. But the May-Pole worshippers are no traditional pagans. They make a radical break with the past.

C.S. Lewis in one of his talks warned against “the false idea that the historical process allows mere reversal; that Europe can come out of Christianity ‘by the same door as she went’ and find herself back where she was”. “It is not what happens, says Lewis. - A post-Christian man is not a Pagan... The post-Christian is cut off from the Christian past and therefore doubly from the Pagan past.”
 Colonists of Merry Mount apostatized from Christianity, but they could never become real pagans. That is why their affected festival is a delusion.      

Puritans made a similar break with the past. Their goal was to return to the purity of the primitive Church through revision of the Church Tradition. 

Thus, there is a certain affinity between the new pagans and the new Christians. Thomas Morton strives to return to the “purity” of primitive paganism, John Endicott - to the purity of primitive Christianity. Morton overlooks the whole of the Christian era, the Puritans leave of it only three centuries out of fifteen. Both would have historical process reversed.  

 A traditional pagan is potentially open to the Gospel, a true Christian knows his measure of innocent pleasures. On the contrary, the new Paganism and the new Christianity are rigid and uniform. Merry Mount and the Puritan settlement are a reverse reflection of each other. At Merry Mount they prohibit sadness, the Puritans prohibit jollity. At Merry Mount they spend all their time in idleness, the Puritans labour from morning till night. There only Bacchic songs are sung, here only Psalms are chanted. A never-ending carnival is celebrated at Merry Mount, all traces of folk culture are eradicated in the Puritan colony. In one colony May-Pole cult is an official creed, another is a Puritan theocracy. The center of Merry Mount is the May-Pole, the center of the Puritan settlement is - not a cross, but the whipping-post. (Puritan attitude to the cross is illustrated in another Hawthorne’s story, “Endicott and the Red Cross”: in an act of rebellion and iconoclasm the Puritan leader tears the symbol of Christianity and the Christian authority off the colonial ensign). 

Thus, Puritan Christianity is as ambiguous as traditional paganism of Merry Mount. The narrator’s vision is always double: are they beautiful classical Nymphs or ugly Gothic monsters dancing around the May-Pole? And who are these armoured servants of the meek God? They wish to imitate martyrs but act like persecutors. Are they, too, participants in the carnival? Their violent action is introduced by a phrase: “The Puritans had played a characteristic part in the May-Pole mummeries" (887).

Thus it is of a very little importance who is going to win in this conflict. The Puritans have nothing to oppose to the carnival except violence - a typical carnivalesque attribute. That is why in New England Puritanic gloom but for a moment consumed neo-pagan glitter. 

Thus, neither revived paganism nor reformed Christianity provide Hawthorne with enough light to gild the whole world. No doctrine, he has to conclude, no ideology contains the whole truth, no community fully embodies it. But where is truth to be found? The nineteenth-century answer was: it is to be found in man.

In the story there is a voice that expresses author’s ideal and hope. At Merry Mount there are two beings who have retained their human likeness and therefore look like angels among the creatures of Inferno. A young couple, Edgar and Edith, are distinguished by their sadness, even though they are about to be wed with a wreath of roses. The shadows of death and presentiment of inevitable change are passing in their minds. This sadness, which is considered high treason at Merry Mount, exposes the unreality of the artificial paradise. To the lovers the shapes of their jovial friends seem visionary and their mirth unreal, the whole scene is but a dream. The mystery of their isolation lies in their hearts. 

With a characteristic irony, as if an illusion were preferable to reality, the narrator says: "Alas, for the young lovers! No sooner had their hearts glowed with real passion, then they were sensible of something vague and unsubstantial in their former pleasures... From the moment that they truly loved, they... had no more a home at Merry Mount" (885). Carnival triumphs only where love is waning cold. True love exposes the deceit of carnival in our lifetime of a moment.

But love tempers Puritan cruelty as well. The lovers’ self-denial softens the heart of Endicott and he decides to make the young couple a part of his community. In the future Edgar and Edith "never wasted one regretful thought on the vanities of Merry Mount" (890). But they also realized limitations of the Puritan way, and on their long path "heavenward" they retained memories of "all the purest and best of their early joys" (890). This is the balance which both Pagan and Christian Puritanism was lacking. Thus, the real conflict of the story develops between artificial doctrines, born of vanity and fanaticism, and the harmonious wisdom of the pure heart. Thus the conflict of the story is resolved outside the allegorical contrasting of the two communities: the only source of light here is a human heart moved by sacrificial feelings.  

So, why did Hawthorne spend Sunday at Home and never attended the Puritan meeting-house? Perhaps it was for the same reason that he did not join contemporary May-Pole worshipers - pantheists and Unitarians. He knew that both new paganism and new Christianity were a counterfeit produced by a loss of one’s place in history. In a situation when the revealed Truth is substituted by such artificial systems, Hawthorne had to seek truth in the human heart.
In one journal entry Hawthorne compares the human heart to a cavern. “At the entrance there is sunshine, and flowers growing about it”. Some distance within is gloom and terror of sin, but in the depths of the heart are again flowers and sunshine, but all perfect. This is the “eternal beauty” of God’s image in man. But man can not find a way to perfection by his effort alone. Unlike his many contemporaries, Hawthorne knew that sunshine at the surface of life is not the same thing as light of heaven, and he never took garden flowers for those of Paradise. He did not accept superficial formulae of happiness: the source of all misery is the sinful human heart. But Puritanism which taught him this could not give the power which can purify and cleanse the heart. Hence Hawthorne’s gloom. His life ended in a crisis. He could finish none of his works, wrote “what meaning?” in the margins. A heir to many centuries of apostasy, he came to hold what in essence was the humanitarian religion of the heart, even though he knew the heart was corroded by sin. In his desperate reliance upon the heart Hawthorne proved to be a true descendant of the Puritans and the Quakers, a participant in their centrifugal movement towards religion with no revealed Truth and no Church. Imagination substituted worship for him, but this religion of the heart was but another version of the empty natural cult that was practiced by idle mirth-makers at Merry Mount.
� Hawthorne, Nathaniel. Our Old Home and English Note-Books// The Works of Nathaniel Hawthorne, in 15 volumes. Vol. 7, 1855, p. 44.


� Hawthorne N. Selected Tales and Sketches. San Francisco: Rinehart Press, 1970, P. 419


� All quotations from “The Main Street” are given according to: Main-Street// The works of Nathaniel Hawthorne. Houghton, Mifflin and Company, Boston, 1882 (http://etext.lib.virginia.edu/etcbin/toccer-new2?id=HawMain.sgm&images=images/modeng&data=/texts/english/modeng/parsed&tag=public&part=1&division=div1).


� Heritage of American Literature: Beginnings to the Civil War. Еd. James E. Miller, Jr., San Diego et al.: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich Publishers, Vol. 1, 1991, p. 74.


� Ibid.


� All quotations from the story are given according to the following edition: The May-Pole of Merry Mount// The Complete Novels and Selected Tales of Nathaniel Hawthorne/ Nathaniel Hawthorne Editor Norman Holmes Pearson. Modern Library Edition,  Random House, Inc., New York, 1937, pp 882-890. (http://etext.virginia.edu/toc/modeng/public/HawMayp.html)


� Lewis, C.S. «De Descriptione Temporum.» // Lewis, C.S. Selected Literary Essays. Ed. Walter Hooper, N.Y.-L.: Cambridge University Press, 1969, P. 10.








www.readeralexey.narod.ru


