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“O Mary we crown thee with blossoms today!
Queen of the Angels and Queen of the May.”

We take it for granted that May is the month dedicated to Our Lady. Fewer parishes now hold the full May processions we remember from our childhood, yet ceremonies like the children crowning the statue of our Lady can still be fitted into or at the end of Sunday Mass. 

More generally, why is May Mary’s month, and where does this custom come from?

The Jesuit poet Gerard Manley Hopkins opened his May Magnificat with the same question:

MAY is Mary's month, and I 

Muse at that and wonder why: 

Her feasts follow reason, 

Dated due to season- 

Candlemas, Lady Day; 

But the Lady Month, May, 

Why fasten that upon her, 

With a feasting in her honour? 

There is in fact only one feast of Mary during May, on the very last day, the Visitation of the Blessed Virgin Mary. It doesn’t rank so highly as the Assumption (August), the Immaculate Conception (December), or Mary’s Birthday in September.

It is not therefore the link to a major feast which is significant, but May as the season of the beginning of new life.

Pre-Christian cultures understood this link. The ancient Greeks dedicated May to Artemis, the goddess of fertility, while the Romans honoured Flora, the goddess of blossoms during this month. They celebrated the floral games, ludi florales, at the end of April, asking the intercession of Flora for all that blooms, and driving out the winter cold. As so often, the pagan gods functioned as a type of personification of natural cycles and events.

Understanding that human nature is resistant to any cultural change, the Catholic Church has ever tried to Christianise pagan customs, rather than uprooting them entirely. She has transformed pagan feasts and given them new significance in the history of salvation: Yule and Saturnalia gave way to Christmas; the midsummer festival was sanctified by the Solemnity of the Birth of St John the Baptist. 

In eastern Europe the first fruits of the harvest became tied to the Feast of the Transfiguration. Rogation days and Ember days marked the appointed times of prayer for a good harvest and healthy livestock in an agricultural society.

Since medieval times, Mary has been linked to the month of May. One of the first witnesses to this was Alfonso the Wise, King of Castile (1221-84), who composed a series of canticles in Galician-Portuguese, the “Cantigas de Santa Maria.”  

In Italy in the eighteenth century the custom developed of special devotions to Mary on each day of May, and this spread widely during the nineteenth century. An Italian Jesuit, Father Anniblae published the first book of May devotions about 1726. 

In it he explains: "When we make an offering we ought to give of our best, so that among all the months of the year we choose the most beautiful, May, the season of flowers, which invites us to crown Mary with the blossoms of good deeds." 

The Rosminian priest Father Aloysius Gentili first introduced May devotions such as May altars, May Crowning ceremonies and May processions into England about 1840.

During the nineteenth century there arose the practice of keeping different months for different devotions: May was Mary’s month, June for the Sacred Heart, July for the Precious Blood, October for the Rosary, November for the Holy Souls, and so on.

Undoubtedly it is May as the spring month of new life par excellence, which makes the link with Mary so natural. G.M. Hopkins expressed it as “Spring’s universal bliss”: 

Her reply puts this other 

Question: What is Spring? --
Growth in everything --

Flesh and fleece, fur and feather
Grass and green world all together; 

Star-eyed strawberry breasted
Throstle above her nested

Cluster of bugle blue eggs thin
Forms and warms the life within; 

And bird and blossom swell
In sod or sheath or shell.

All things rising, all things sizing
Mary sees, sympathising 

With that world of good
Nature's motherhood.

Nature multiplies its young and brings new life forth. This is something Mary intimately relates to, for it reminds her of carrying the Christ Child within. The sheer profusion of blossom and greenery after a winter of frost and bare branches is a share in Mary’s own Magnificat, her song of praise to God.


Bloom lights the orchard-apple 

And thicket and thorp are merry
With silver-surféd cherry

And azuring-over greybell makes
Wood banks and brakes wash wet like lakes 

And magic cuckoo call
Caps, clears, and clinches all --

This ecstasy all through mothering earth
Tells Mary her mirth till Christ's birth 

To remember and exultation
In God who was her salvation.

No less a theologian than Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger made the same point, if not quite so lyrically as Hopkins: 

"The mood of springtime informs the church's interior; nature's blossoming, the warm air of May evenings, human gladness in a world that is renewing itself -- all these things enter in. Veneration of Mary has its place in this very particular atmosphere, for she, the Virgin, shows us faith under its youthful aspect, as God's new beginning in a world that has grown old. In her we see the Christian life set forth as a youth-
fulness of the heart, as beauty and a waiting readiness for what is to come."  [Seek That Which is Above, 1986]

In 2001 the Vatican’s Congregation for Divine Worship issued a “Directory on Popular Piety and the Liturgy – Principles and Guidelines.”

This document considers how the Marian Months of May – or in some places in the southern hemisphere, November - can be integrated with the liturgical year and the major feasts of the Lord. 

Because May usually forms part of Eastertide and Pentecost, it is preferable that our devotions stress the part Mary played in the Paschal Mystery and in the Pentecost event. “Our Lady journeys with the Church having shared in the novum of the Resurrection, under the guidance of the Holy Spirit.”

Since the Sacraments of Initiation – baptism, confirmation and Eucharist – are often imparted during Eastertide and at Pentecost, the link of Our Lady with these Sacraments is also worth exploring.

In the above document the Magisterium recommends various devotions to Our Lady. Firstly we should imitate her by prayerfully listening to the Word of God.

The daily recitation of the Angelus is recommended, but it is replaced by the Regina Caeli during Eastertide. The Rosary, far from being discarded at Vatican II, is highly recommended. It is “essentially a contemplative prayer, which requires tranquillity of rhythm or even a mental lingering which encourages the faithful to meditate on the mysteries of the Lord's life. Its use is expressly recommended in the formation and spiritual life of clerics and religious.” As one writer put it, saying the Rosary is like walking with Mary through the life of Jesus.

Other prayers include the two Marian litanies -  the Litany of Loreto, and the Litany for the Coronation of Images of the Blessed Virgin Mary - and Acts of Consecration or Entrustment to Mary.  The use of the brown scapulars and the Miraculous Medal is also encouraged, as is the Byzantine hymn the Akathistos, which more adventurous parishes might like to try out!

Let me leave you with another poem to Our Lady to ponder these May days, A Little Litany by G. K. Chesterton:

When God turned back eternity and was young,

Ancient of Days, grown little for your mirth

(As under the low arch the land is bright)

Peered through you, gate of heaven—and saw the earth.

Or shutting out his shining skies awhile

Built you about him for a house of gold

To see in pictured walls his storied world

Return upon him as a tale is told.

Or found his mirror there; the only glass

That would not break with that unbearable light

Till in a corner of the high dark house

God looked on God, as ghosts meet in the night. 

Star of his morning; that unfallen star

In that strange starry overturn of space

When earth and sky changed places for an hour

And heaven looked upwards in a human face.

Or young on your strong knees and lifted up

Wisdom cried out, whose voice is in the street,

And more than twilight of twiformed cherubim

Made of his throne indeed a mercy-seat.

Or risen from play at your pale raiment’s hem

God, grown adventurous from all time’s repose,

Or your tall body climbed the ivory tower

And kissed upon your mouth the mystic rose.

