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A Song Worth Singing

Mormonism and Music: A History by
Michael Hicks (Urbana and Chicago:
University of Illinois Press, 1989), xii, 243
pp-, $24.95.

Reviewed by Elaine Thatcher, direc-
tor of programs, Western Folklife Center,
Salt Lake City, Utah.

ANYONE WHO HAS WORKED WITH Mormon
music has likely experienced the frustra-
tion of being unable to learn much about
its past—such things as composers, per-
formers, and institutional policy and prac-
tice. Collections of folk music, histories,
and hymnals contain tantalizing hints of
stories to be told, but until now, no one
has attempted to draw all of the informa-
tion together into a coherent narrative.
Michael Hicks has produced an impres-
sive study and in the process has shown
Mormon musical history to be as fascinat-
ing and as instructive as any story in our
past.

Hicks devotes half his book to the nine-
teenth century, when interactions between
sacred and secular, and between the indi-
vidual and the institution, were less
strictly defined; and half to the twentieth
century, when the Church has become
more bureaucratic, and administration has
become more centralized. Hicks’s narra-
tive identifies three recurring themes: “the
will to progress versus the will to con-
serve, the need to borrow from outsiders
versus the need for self-reliance, and the
love of the aesthetic versus the love of
utility” (p. x). These themes, played out
repeatedly in all phases of the Mormon
drama, underlie virtually every episode
of music-making over the century and a
half Hicks explores, from the early com-
munity enthusiasms for band music and
home-composed songs to the latest at-

tempts at creating a hymnbook and a
policy for music in worship.

Hicks’s chronicle is immensely read-
able, well documented, and thorough. The
notes alone would keep any reader busy
following interesting side paths, and the
index is complete and useful. The narra-
tive itself sparkles with fascinating anec-
dotes, like the story of Levi Hancock’s fife
music causing Joseph Smith’s dog to
attack his own foot soldiers, fomenting a
feud between the soldiers’ commander and
the Prophet (p. 55); and little-known facts,
like the time someone set the Joseph Smith
story to the tune of “Tumblin’ Tumble-
weeds,” causing the First Presidency to
speak against the mingling of sacred and
secular styles (p. 140).

More important, however, is the per-
spective we gain from Hicks’s descriptions
of changes in Church personnel and pol-
icy, differences of opinion, and musical
trends, and their effects on Mormon music
decade by decade. From the Church’s ear-
liest days, the Saints have been interested
in creating uniquely Mormon music,
music that originates with them and
expresses their values. The music they
have created has ranged in style from the
most esoteric academic to popular or sec-
tarian. Likewise, Church leaders have set
standards on appropriateness, ranging
from allowing band music in worship ser-
vices in the mid-nineteenth century to
having the Tabernacle Choir sing more
popular music in the mid-twentieth cen-
tury.

Hicks closes with a timely discussion
of the way the Church has treated musics
of other cultures as it has spread world-
wide. The current music committee
should take note of the numerous times,
documented here, when the academic and



the ill-informed have attempted to quell
what seemed to them inappropriate music
for worship, disregarding both cultural dif-
ferences and the passion in musical praise.
We should spend less time and effort wor-
rying about form and more lauding con-
tent. A jubilant African song of praise
does not express love of God less than a
somber Anglo-American hymn. Perhaps
even the pop-Mormon songs we currently
hear sung in breathy adolescent voices
have a valid role in helping young people
express their religious feelings. They are
no different from past popular “gospel”
songs such as “How Great Thou Art,”
which, Hicks tells us, Church musical
leaders fought adamantly for decades.
Mormonism and Music is a solid founda-
tion work on which to build. Hicks has
laid out the basic story, uncovering many
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HiSsTORIANS OF AMERICAN religion often
see a connection between Mormons and
Puritans, if only because most early Saints
came from New England. However, many
studies which have mentioned similarities
between these religions have done so cur-
sorily, and until now, none has studied
the relationship between the chief Puri-
tan and Mormon sources of social and reli-
gious organization: their covenants.

Rex Eugene Cooper, in a revision of
his University of Chicago dissertation in
anthropology, which won the 1986 Reese
History Award from the Mormon History
Association, finds a significant correspon-
dence between the two religions’ covenan-
tal conceptions. His goal, though, is not
to develop the “genealogical” or historical
association between these conceptions;

REVIEWS 145

subjects appropriate for further explora-
tion. One potentially fertile area would
be a study of the informal folk and pop-
ular Mormon music of the twentieth cen-
tury to parallel the institutional side that
Hicks documents here so well.

Mormonism and Music is an important,
balanced, and long-needed contribution
to LDS scholarship. It is incredible that
no one has written such a history before.
Music is basic to Mormon worship. It is
also art, capable of moving its listeners at
least as much as prayers and theology.
As Hicks says in his introduction, “Reli-
gion and art as institutions have main-
tained a fundamental enmity . . . doubt-
less because they make similar claims and
demands” (p. x). When religion and art
are allied, the marriage may be rocky,
but always interesting.

rather, his training in British anthropol-
ogy leads him to demonstrate the similar-
ities between the two groups, while main-
taining ‘‘a healthy wariness about
assuming influence in the presence of
similarity” (p. 4). Hence, he uses his expo-
sition of the Puritan covenant system less
to indicate Puritan historical influence
upon early Mormon religious organization
than to show what is latent in historians’
and anthropologists’ understandings of the
historical evolution and current status of
Mormon covenant organization.
Building upon the work of fellow
anthropologist David Schneider, Cooper
elucidates the correlation between the cov-
enantal principles by presenting catego-
ries of American kinship organization
upon which, he says, Mormon and Puri-
tan structures are also premised: “the
order of nature (things as they exist in
nature) and the order of law (human reg-
ulations and conditions and representa-
tions resulting from their implementa-
tion)” (p. 26). He asserts that kinship
relationships based upon both categories
are the strongest. Thus, uncovering the
analogous and dissimilar structures allows



