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THE LORDS OF MISRULE 
VS. THE LORD OF  THE DANCE 

THOUGHTS O N  THE IMPEACHMENT 
OF PRESIDENT CLINTON 

'iistening to the House debate, I was struck by the rhetorical 
devices, tricks of elocution, and public relations spinning 

employed by speakers on both sides. " 

When I remember [that golden summer,] I think of it as dancing. . . . Dancing as 
if language had surrendered to movement-as if this ritual, thls wordless cere- 
mony, was now the way to speak, to whisper private and sacred things, to be in 
touch with some otherness. Dancing as if the very heart of life and all its hopes 
might be found in those assuaging notes and those hushed rhythms and in those 
silent and hypnotic movements. Dancing as if language no longer existed because 
words were no longer necessary . . . 

-BRIAN FRIEL. Dancing at Lughnasa 

I N THE WEEKS just preceding and fol- Judiciary Committee, and then, respectively, 
lowing last Christmas, I was caught up by the full House and Senate. The entire af- 
in the heanngs on the impeachment of fa~r left me feeling depressed. Throughout 

President Clinton, first by the House the sony ordeal of the President's sordid af- 
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fair with Monica Lewinsky, the opprobrious 
behavior of ~ndeoendent counsel Kenneth 
Starr and his staff, and the partisan politics of 
the House and Senate hearings, I was struck 
by the contrast between what was going on 
in the Capitol and the various celebrations of 
Christmas and the New Year which were 
taking place in our community 

During the last Saturday of the impeach- 
ment hearings by the Judiciary Committee, 
my wife, Ruth, and I went to the Christmas 
Revels. The Revels celebrates Christmas and 
the winter solstice with poetry, music, dance, 
and drama in an exuberant and joyful fes- 
tivity All through the Revels, I was struck by 
the significance between what I had read in 
the newspaper, heard on the radio, and seen 
on television with what I was witnessing at 
Scottish Rite Theater in Oakland, California. 

T HE Revels opened with the Abbots 
Bromley antler dance. The program 
notes state, "Recent carbon dating in- 

dicates that the reindeer antlers still used 
today at Abbots Bromley [England] date back 
to 900 c.E., about the time of the Danish in- 
vasion." In the antler dance, two rows of 
male dancers with horns on their heads 
dance and click their horns together. To me, 
this choreographed rutting resembled what 
was going on between the Republicans and 
Democrats in Washington, except that the 
horn-locking in the Capitol lacked both the 
grace and beauty of this ancient stag hunt 
ritual. The stag hunt going on in 
Washington, also a blood sport, lacked any 
sense of invoking the spirits of Nature. 

After a folk carol from the Donnington 
Woods in Shropshre, and then "The Gower 
Wassail," came "The Lord of Misrule." This is 
taken from the Feast of Fools, a medieval cele- 
bration that marked the Twelve Days of 
Midwinter. During this festival, the Lord of 
Misrule was "traditionally chosen from the 
lower ranks of the popu~ace to rule over the 
topsy-turvy revelry" Now my mind was alive 
with the associative possibilities with the House 
hearings. What an apt description of the mid- 
winter, topsy-turvy impeachment heanngs. 

The Christmas Revels also included a 
"Mummers' Play," a drama "celebrating the 
seasonal rituals of fertility, death, and rebirth 
from the village of Marshfield In 
Gloucestershire. Mummers' costumes were 
made entirely of cut up newspapers and 
magazines. I thought them a fitting symbol of 
the media that covered the impeachment 
hearings. When an observer first heard the 
Mummers' song in England, she "said she 
couldn't see any sense at all in it." to which 
one Mummer replied, ''Thatk the whole 
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This dance and song was a dramatic contrast to the poitical hair-splitting and hypocritical 

pontificating going on in Washington. The Lords of Misrule, I thought, will have their day, but the 
Lord of the Dance goes on in spite of their antics. " 

thing. If the likes of you could understand 
what it means, where would be the magc?" 

The first part of the Revels ended with the 
company performing the historic "The Lord 
of the Dance," a joyful music and dance 
tribute to Christ that is set to the Shaker tune 
of "Simple Gifts." At a certain point, dancers 
and musicians go into the audience and in- 
vite everyone to join in. More than a thou- 
sand of us joined hands and danced 
throughout the hall singng: 

Dance, then, wherever you may be, 
I am the Lord of the Dance, said he, 
And I'll lead you all, wherever you may be, 
And I'll lead you all in the dance, said he. 

In its purity and beauty, this unifying, joyful 
dance and song was a dramatic contrast to 
the political hair-splitting and hypocritical 
pontificating going on in Washington. The 
Lords of Misrule, I thought, will have their 
day, but the Lord of the Dance goes on in 
spite of their antics, and He will continue to 
go on as kingdoms rise and fall and the devil 
exacts his due. 

The second half of the Revels provided 
further symbols and images exemplifying the 
contrast between the passing world of poli- 
tics and the enduring world of spiritual cele- 
brations. There was a thirteenth-century 
conductus, "0 Maria Virgo Pia"; a "Sword 
Dance," in which the dancers' swords were 
locked together to symbolize the sun; an 
American folk carol, "Star in the East"; and 
an Orlando Gibbon's anthem, "Hosanna to 
the Son of David-all celebrations of the 
sun and the Son. There was poetry from 
Donne, Emerson, Jeffers, and Yeats. 
Emerson's and Yeats's lines, respectively, 
seemed almost deliberately chosen to com- 
ment on the Judiciary Committee hearings: 

Thngs are in the saddle and ride mankind. 

Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold; 
Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world. 

Then the Revels chorus and the audience 
sang in canon "Dona Nobis Pacem," lovely 
with its intertwining harmonies of Gregorian 
chant. This was followed by a reading of 
Susan Cooper's poem "The Shortest Day," 
which celebrated the winter solstice. The last 
line, "People singing and dancing to drive the 

dark away," seemed an appropriate summary 
of what I had just experienced-the Revels 
had indeed driven the dark from my heart. 

I left the revels humming "The Lord of the 
Dance" and thinking about the Judiciary 
Committee hearings still going on in the 
Capitol. I thought how such ritual celebra- 
tions, such religious festivals as the 
Christmas Revels, had been going on for cen- 
turies, that in forests and villages throughout 
medieval Europe, men, women, and children 
gathered annually to mark the turning from 
dark days, to celebrate the coming of light, to 
sing and dance to the gods of the woods and 
the rivers as well as to the God who was born 
in a manger. With their musical instruments, 
with their brightly colored costumes, they 
sang and danced to the lyric joys of life while, 
to use a line from Yeats's "Lapis Lazuli": 

Old civilizations [were] put to the sword. 
[and] they and their wisdom went to rack. 

On the following Friday, I listened to the 
House debate while driving to a Christmas 
concert in Palo Alto. I was struck by the 
rhetorical devices, tricks of elocution, verbal 
games, and public relations spinning em- 
ployed by speakers on both sides. Speaker 
after speaker shoved and pushed to claim the 
high moral ground, which, for a politician, as 
Russell Baker has observed, is like a hog 
standing in a bathtub. (1 remarked later to 
my daughter Julianna that I couldn't tell if 
the congressional hearings were a Feydu 
farce or a Sophoclean tragedy She replied, 
"Dad, you are witnessing a Sophoclean 
farce!" And so I was.) 

Like the Revels of the previous week, the 
concert was a dramatic contrast to happen- 
ings in our Capitol. It was an evening of 
Advent and Christmas cantatas by the 
German baroque composer Dietrich 
Buxtehude, performed by the San Francisco 
Society of Early Music. 

The text of the first work, "Fallax 
mundus," included the following lines, 
which, like the texts of the Christmas Revels, 
provided ironic commentary on the House 
proceedings: 

False world, with adorned face, 
and hidden deceptions; 
do not trust in its blandishments; 
to escape this net 

swiftly dive into the ocean of Christ, 
turn away from lies. 

Good Jesu, may springs flow 
generously in our hearts 
and may rivers of graces run; 
as this world's soul 
is healed, 
behold! The angels rejoice. 

As each piece was performed, notes flowing 
mellifluously from vocal solos and duets and 
from antique instruments, I again felt a 
cleansing and purifying of my mind and 
soul. Buxtehude's sweet praises to Christ 
filled my heart to overflowing. 

The final number, "In dulci jubilio," cele- 
brates the "peerless boy," "our heart's de- 
light," lylng in a manger. The singer imagines 
what it would have been like to have been 
present at this miraculous birth: 

Joys are there 
As in no other place, 
there the angels sing 
new songs, 
and the bells ring out 
in the court of the lung. 
0 that we were there, there, there! 

In imagination, I was there, transported by 
Buxtehude's dulcet sounds, by the clear, 
melodious soprano, and by what I can only 
describe as the Spirit's joyful presence. 

Ruminating on all this, I remembered an 
experience from the time my wife and I 
served a mission in the Baltics. As education 
missionaries, we were teaching at Vytautas 
Magnus University in Kaunas, Lithuania. I 
was having difficulty getting my students to 
understand symbolism in poetry. Having 
been educated under the Soviet system, 
many were used to seeing only one meaning 
in things, and often that meaning dictated to 
them. It had not been safe during their school 
years to find levels of meaning in things, or at 
least to speak of them if they did. 

I was trylng to get them to see what 
Wallace Stevens has called "the paradise of , 
meaning." In mid-semester, we all attended a 
ceremony inducting the new rector of the 
university As the ceremony proceeded, 1 was 
struck by the contrast of images on the audi- 
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torium's stage. On one side, half a dozen uni- 
versity administrators were dressed in black 
academic robes with black, red, and yellow 
hoods. On the other side, a student ensemble 
of women folk singers and dancers were 
dressed in elaborate and colorful Lithuanian 
folk costumes with details that went back to 
the nation's pagan past. The costumes were 
decorated with the rich, hues of the forest 
and countryside-emerald and grass green, 
bright burgundy and carmine, lavender and 
purple, rose and strawberry, indigo, beryl, 
and many other colors, all highlighted 
against snow-white muslin. 

Back in class, I asked my students to con- 
sider the symbolism of that academic 
tableau. At first, they puzzled about trying to 
find deeper meaning where they were not 
used to seeing it. I tried to show that the pic- 
ture on the stage was as much a text as were 
the poems we were reading. I asked them to 
note the contrasts: old men in academic 
robes set against young women in folk cos- 
tumes; the colors of the academic robes 
(black, red and yellow) set off against the vi- 
brant colors of the women's long skirts, 
blouses, aprons and head bands; the stiff, 
formal rhetoric of the various academic 
speakers contrasted with the lyrical yet al- 
most strangely wild harmonies of the singers. 
I asked them what the colors of the academic 
robes had in common. One student timidly 
ventured, "They are all colors of death?" 
"Exactly!" I replied. "And what about the 
colors of the folk costumes?" 'yust the oppo- 
site-colors of life!" "Yes!" Then they began 
to peel back the layers of meaning. 

The students were aware that the six men 
on the stand exercised enormous and some- 
times unrighteous power over their lives. 
There had been a tremendous struggle for 
power when the university, which had been 
disbanded by the Soviets in the 1940s, was 
reconstituted in 1991 with the help of a 
number of expatriate Lithuanians from the 
United States and Canada. Although an 
American-Lithuanian was titular rector, a 
vice-rector, who had been the former head of 
the Communist party in Kaunas, wielded the 
real power. My students knew that the uni- 
versity administration had abused the rights 
of staff and students alike, that there had 
been charges of serious misuse of university 
property, and that the governing body was 
nearly all older men. 

After this discussion, I noted something 
like the following: "The administrators with 
their academic robes, sashes, and medallions, 
hold nearly absolute power within the uni- 
versity At the convocation, they sat behind a 
table, stiff, formal and austere. The symbols 

here are full of meaning-the academic 
robes are really a corruption of priestly robes, 
the ceremony a secularized version of what 
once took place in a sacred setting. The 
colors worn by the rector and his associates 
are indeed the colors of death. The table 
which they sat behind separates them from 
the very people they are pledged to serve. 
Everything says, 'We are the important ones 
here. We have the power.' 

"The officers of the university did not look 
to their right during the entire ceremony; they 
seemed totally unaware of the women in folk 
costumes. But those women also represent 
power. With their multi-colored striped and 
plaid dresses, with their intricately stitched 
and embroidered aprons, sashes, and head- 
bands, they represent the power of nature it- 
self. The songs they sang and the dances they 
danced origmated long before there was a 
university here. The instruments the musi- 
cians played date to a time when the 
Lithuanian kingdom spread from the Baltic to 
the Black Sea, when Lithuania was ruled by 
the pagan lung, Vytautas the Great, after 
whom this university is named." 

I concluded, "Even though those women 
have little power within the university, they 
represent the oldest powers in the world- 
the variety and fecundity of nature, the pro- 
creative and regenerative power of the plants 

and animals, and the impulse of men and 
women to celebrate God, nature, and them- 
selves with their bodies and their voices. 
Their power is the power of life." 

T HE dance those Lithuanian students 
danced that day, like the one we 
danced to "The Lord of the Dance" at 

the Christmas Revels, epitomizes what is 
most important and most enduring in 
human experience. I was glad to be re- 
minded that while the House proceeded with 
its impeachment hearings, most of us fo- 
cused bn the events of ~hristmas. on the mir- 
acle of God coming to earth to be our savior, 
of his light driving away the darkness, of our 
being renewed through him in the New Year. 

I love the image of Christ as the Lord of 
the Dance. He was, as Ezra Pound says in 
"The Ballad of the Goodly Frere," "no mouse 
of the scrolls," but an exuberant, joyful Lord, 
one who sings and rejoices, who fills our 
hearts with love, who, as he leads us in the 
Dance, says, 

They cut me down and I leapt on high, 
I am the life that'll never, never die; 
I'll live in you if you live in me. 
I am the Lord of the Dance, said he. 

Hallelujah! 

MANITOU PINES 
In the resinous grammar of pines 
most verbs come out of being nouns 
so long-nothing could hold them back. 
That word pine for instance. 

Here, every other sentence happens to be 
incomplete, as if something else 
caught the attention and what was 
being said fell away 

Such a haunted presence in the vacant 
greens whispering-in the sticky sap, 
orange colored bed underneath-a haystack 
with nothing but needles . . . remember? 

They only seem to wait, only seem 
to remain here in the same tall place. 

-MARK MITCHELL 
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