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EARLYMORMON
CHURCHES IN UTAH

A PHO TOGRAPHIC ESS A Y

Douglas Hill

Douglas Hill, an instructor in English at Brigham Young University spent
1962-1963 in Ireland studying Anglo-Irish literature. He has long been in-
terested in the visual arts and most recently in photography. His work has
appeared in The Great Basin Naturalist and in several monographs.

The following photographs are geographically and, I believe,
architecturally representative of early Mormon churches in Utah.
I have concerned myself only with existing churches that were built
between 1861 and 1905. A truly representative selection obviously
would include a thorough search of the archives for pictures of build-
ings that have been razed.

However, I have not been primarily interested in making a pho-
tographic record of early churches, although this ought to be done
in the near future. If these photographs someday prove valuable to
a historian, I'll be pleased; but the pleasure I take will be from a
value that is secondary and derivative. Admittedly I was first moti-
vated to take these photographs because of a growing apprehension
that many of the old churches would be replaced before they were
recorded on film. But later my personal response to them became
immensely more important.

I began to suspect that a methodical, scholarly examination of
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churches would ultimately falsify my vision. There is a great differ-
ence between an architectural blueprint and a "diagram of prayer."
Seeing the church as a center of spiritual fulfillment, consecration,
and purification is much more important than recording exposed
beams or lintel ornamentation. The steeple is less important as an
architectural achievement than as the embodiment of religious as-
piration. To photograph a church without the spiritually creative
power that went into it is the kind of falsification I have tried to
avoid. Unfortunately, guarding against the trite, the superficial,
and the picturesque often required more study than I had time for;
consequently, I left many churches feeling that I had betrayed their
significance.

In addition, a wholly unexpected problem arose when the photo-
graphs were assembled. As I traveled about the state taking pictures
I saw the churches less as individual expressions of faith than as a
living web of belief. I no longer saw the churches singly but in
relationship to each other — a relationship that was dramatized by
the distances I traveled and the diversity of locale. Brought together
as photographs, shrinking space and time, the churches became vul-
nerable as a collection of historical curiosities or architectural ec-
centricities — dignified in some cases; in others, pathetic in their
abondonment. I can only hope that these will be occasional rather
than inevitable conclusions. I cannot supply in these photographs
the sudden delight at finding a sturdy rock church set in well-watered
fields or shaded by protective cottonwoods. The Pine Valley meet-
ing house was built by a faith that brought Mormon pioneers thou-
sands of miles and through countless hardships. Yet the church,
with its minimum of ornamentation and so-called papal artistry, is
simple and serene, reflecting the strength of purpose and the devo-
tion of the people who built it.

The distances separating these churches is still great; in 1870
they were overwhelming. The environments were frequently inhos-
pitable. The ease with which these churches in photographs can be
examined seems to be in inverse ratio to the difficulties encountered
when they were built.

All photographs were taken by the author. The place references are all in Utah.
Page 12, Flowell. Page 15, Echo.
Page 16 top, Holden; btm, Eden.
Page 17 top, Cannonville; btm I, 19th Ward, S.L.C.; r, Meadow.
Page 18 top I, Snowville; r, Levan; btm I, Nephi; c, Tropic; r, Enterprise.
Page 19 top, Pinevalley; btm. I, Flowell; r, Teasdale.
Page 20, Pinevalley.
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