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FOREWORD


Strange. Surreal. Stunned in car headlights in a dream. That’s how it feels to write an introduction to a book about one’s self. But don’t mistake these words for a complaint. I’m pleased to have been honored by Ángel Chaparro Sainz of the University of the Basque Country, who has written his doctoral dissertation on the subject of my work, which endeavor has resulted in the volume you now hold in your hands. But nevertheless, it is dream-like to be caught in the middle of a close reading of one’s words—words left behind when I might have been writing with abandon, unabashedly, recklessly, unafraid of who might read or discover what I had written. A writer within walls. A tree in the forest. But someone out there heard the tree falling and the sound of a pen scratching. And that would be Ángel.


One evening at my desk, while surfing through my email inbox I saw something I hadn’t seen before: an e-mail address with a mysterious “x” that never appears in a like configuration in the English language. I opened it a bit carefully, and lo and behold, it was a very kind e-mail requesting that the author and I make a connection with one another. Ángel was writing his dissertation on my work, he explained, and his girlfriend thought it might be a good idea for him to make our acquaintance, given the unlimited horizons of cyberspace. One thing led to another, and, before long, Ángel arranged an invitation for me to appear as a plenary speaker at the International Conference of the American West in Vitoria-Gasteiz, Spain—the capitol of the Basque Country. I had not realized beforehand that there was a capitol of the Basque Country, though I had heard pieces of news about Basque Separatists. There is always an education awaiting one when traveling, and especially in the enigmatic España.


After I had the opportunity to meet Ángel, his girlfriend Isa, and other of his colleagues at the University of the Basque Country, and after I was given a tour of Bilbao and Vitoria-Gasteiz, mainly in the rain, I was given the privilege of reading Ángel’s dissertation. Again and again I was amazed how someone (1) who did not know me, (2) who did not know about Mormonism (the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints)—one of the few strictly American religions which has had a marked influence on my world view, (3) who had not lived in the American West (though he had been Americanized to some extent when living in the Midwest for a year as an exchange student), and (4) who was working in a second language, could do such an admirable job of capturing the essence of my writing, even the essence of my hopes and aspirations. There were moments while reading his work when I felt my breath catch, where I smiled with unexpected pleasure that Ángel had understood so much of what I have been trying to say and to accomplish in my writing life. An exquisite gift.


I wish all serious writers could have such as Ángel to transcribe their work, to bring it to greater light, and to provide affirmation for the many hours dedicated to the writing endeavor. To read Ángel’s critical and analytical analyses of my work is to have my eyes opened more fully to see, apprehend, and even appreciate, the disparate aspects of myself that have been brought into a clearer light through this study of my writing. To read Ángel helps me understand the complexity of my mind—its worn spots, its habits, its knee-jerk reactions, its efforts to create harmony between the either/ors, its biases, its clarity, its blind spots. I could even say I feel a measure of redemption in his observations. And, to read Ángel is to follow an academic and critical search into the place of Mormon literature as it is set in the larger context of the American West. It is to see more deeply into the conundrum of the human experience against the backdrop of a voracious hunger for certainty, mythic or otherwise. I hope his efforts will play a part in a greater understanding of each of us for the other, even though we sometimes live under the illusion that we are stranded on isolated islands in a roiling ocean in a splintered world.


Phyllis Barber




INTRODUCTION


Beyond the Edges


We both needed time
and perspective.

Phyllis Barber, Raw Edges


I got involved with Mormon literature by accident. Without going into detail let me say that “by accident” I mean that there was no specific reason or objective at the beginning. In fact, at first, I approached this topic with a certain degree of prejudice. Take into account my situation: Phyllis Barber—the object of my research—is a Mormon1 woman, raised in Las Vegas, who studied music and eventually became a professional pianist. I, on the other hand, am not a religious person, nor am I a woman. I had never been to Nevada before I began my research, nor do I play the piano or even enjoy classical music. Even though I seem to have very little in common with the object of my research, I considered myself sensitive enough and adequately prepared to undertake this challenging task.


I also feel equipped to write an accurate book about a body of literature that represents a contemporary exercise on motley connections and disconnections. This conviction emerged from my reading of Barber’s books and articles, and my study of many other writers who work under the label of Mormon literature. This introduction consists of a general explanation of how I faced the challenge to approach Mormon literature, and how I designed a book to show that Phyllis Barber’s literature provides a powerful approximation to a particular and complex culture. But before I do so, there is one more task to tackle: I need to explain the source and magnitude of the label “Mormon literature.” It would be wise to assume that not everybody knows that Mormon literature exists. The fact that I cannot take for granted that everyone knows about the existence of Mormon literature justifies my initial motivation for writing this book. In response to this, I have included two introductions to the history of the Mormon community and to Mormon literature that stand as a prelude to my analysis of Phyllis Barber’s literature. Be that as it may, I find it necessary to also here provide a brief introduction to the literary context in which I place my analysis so that the theme gets clarified from the very beginning.


It was only forty years ago that scholars and critics began to talk about Mormon literature. The first college classes on this subject were held in the late 1970s, and the first anthology, A Believing People: Literature of the Latter-day Saints (1974) was published in the same decade. Although we are now in the 21st century, Mormon literary criticism is still in the process of being shaped and formed: passionate discussions about the purpose of Mormon literary criticism and the limits and concerns of both the criticism and the literature still take place among Mormon scholars and writers.


Many scholars today address the development of a critical framework for Mormon literature. Within this framework, the label Mormon literature must be defined. Nevertheless, Mormon literature has been isolated or ignored by college programs over the past two hundred years. Almost no trace of, or reference to, Mormon literature can be found in the literature programs of universities, not counting those that are located in those geographical areas where The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints has established communities. The attention given to Mormon literature is even scarcer in Europe. Michael Austin—a Mormon scholar who champions a place for Mormon literature in the literary history of Western American literature and Minority Studies—laments in his article “How to Be a Mormo-American; Or, the Function of Mormon Literary Criticism at the Present Time” that “there are only a handful of non-Mormon scholars outside of the Rocky Mountain West who even know that there is such a thing as ‘Mormon literature’” (How 1). Austin argues that today, when programs from different universities focus on diversity and minorities in order to widen the concept of literature and expand the canon, Mormons deserve a proper place within Western American literature. John-Charles Duffy, in his detailed compilation of Mormon scholarly influence in non-Mormon universities, concludes that since the 1990s most of the scholarly work under way in universities of non-Mormon affiliation has been directed along the lines of the orthodox approach or what he calls “faithful scholarship” (Duffy, Faithful 2). Duffy links faithful scholarship to orthodoxy, meaning by orthodox that it “is overtly predicated on orthodox LDS belief, notably the objective, empirical, historical reality of LDS claims about the Book of Mormon being an ancient record miraculously translated by Joseph Smith from golden plates” (Duffy, Faithful 2), although he notes that the lines are blurred and the distinctions are not so sharp.


In conclusion, a need is still prevalent in academia for the incorporation of these authors, topics and perspectives that it is usually unable to accommodate. Levi S. Peterson pinpoints one of the possible reasons for mainstream academia’s hesitation regarding Mormon literature: “Mormonism is one of the most aggressive religions in the world, and it is getting bigger and bigger. You cannot give a fair reading to literature that you think in its deepest intent aims to subvert your spiritual bearings” (Bigelow 133). Whether or not this explains the lack of support for Mormon literature in the international realm, the truth is that Mormon literature has multiple ramifications that expound its contemporary manifold nature.


It is less than two hundred years since Joseph Smith founded the Church and yet, in this brief amount of time Mormons have established a specific identity that has generated a significant body of literature. In the forty years since Mormon literature began to emerge many Mormon literature enthusiasts have tried to write good fiction, whether strictly Mormon or not. Mormon literature relies on a bond that has nothing to do with geographical coincidences. In some cases, Mormon literature is defined on the basis of spiritual matters, which makes it more complex. In the last two centuries, a number of Mormon writers have come to merit critical analyses and reached major visibility. Writers such as Clinton F. Larson, Vardis Fisher, Virginia Sorensen, Maurine Whipple, Darrell Spencer, Carol Lynn Pearson, Terry Tempest Williams, Levi S. Peterson, Linda Sillitoe, Orson Scott Card, Brady Udall and Phyllis Barber have all raised questions about Mormonism and about literature. The works of some of these authors transcend the limits of their Mormon identity, becoming rooted instead in personal and unique experiences of the American West. They are essentially American and Western, but the international expansion of the Church2 is opening wider horizons: horizons that many of those writers have already reached. Their books have leapt over oceans, they have crossed borders, they have mastered languages and they have drawn connections that have exhausted the meaning of labels.


From all those names that I just mentioned, it was Phyllis Barber’s works that I first came to know, and it happened by accident. Barber herself might have said that some kind of veil3 parted for me then, implying that it is not an “accident” that I came to be involved in this project. And she would be right in a way. I first came to know Barber’s work because she is a widely known, prize-winning writer. She earned a relevant place in Western American literature with How I Got Cultured: A Nevada Memoir (1992). Thirteen years later, she was included in the Nevada Writers Hall of Fame for her contribution to the publicity of the state of Nevada. Still, she has not yet received the international exposure that some other Mormon writers enjoy, but a retrospective overview of her literary production discloses a potential contribution to the growing range of variety and complexity that makes up Western American literature.


And the Desert Shall Blossom (1991), her only published novel, is a study in how creativity offers different perspectives to historical events. Her fictional recollection of the Jensen family sketches up a general overview of Mormonism as such, but it also provides a valuable portrait of the Great Depression and the individual stories that are usually obliterated in the capitulation of mainstream history. Her two collections of short stories, The School of Love (1990) and Parting the Veil: Stories from a Mormon Imagination (1999), illustrate how a commitment to denouncement and defense can be valuable and profitable when sincere and undertaken without demagoguery. The first of these collections deals with feminist themes while the second relies on Mormon folklore, but both induce a new perspective from which to approach recurrent issues in Mormon culture and in a broader context. How I Got Cultured: A Nevada Memoir—Barber’s first autobiography—contains a good display of these qualities, both in terms of how she faces life and how she uses the pen. Barber plays with the ambivalence she felt as an adolescent growing up in Las Vegas. Her coming-of-age is framed by the two different lifestyles available to her: the one centered upon popular culture and the glamour of Las Vegas; and the one promoted by the Mormon Church. This conflict between the latent attraction of the possibilities of a larger world; and the shelter, security and sense of community offered by the Mormon Church—which seems to be jeopardized by the first one—is also developed in Raw Edges: A Memoir (2009), her second and relatively recent published memoir.


The awards and recognition gained by the publication of these works is not the main factor with which to judge a study of such range and ambition. The underlying fact to consider in this regard is that her work is able to “stand scrutiny” (Seshachari 25) from different literary perspectives and criticisms. I chose Barber over other, more commercially successful, Mormon writers because her understanding of the act of writing allows for a certain degree of complexity both to a singular analysis of the author’s oeuvre, and to my intention of placing her work in the context of a more general body of literature, that of Mormon literature:


What congenital burdens have been placed inside or upon you? What responsibilities do you have of which you are unaware? Maybe your idea of responsibility is unconscious or unknown to you. Maybe your sense of responsibility is a gut reaction to the things you’ve been taught and don’t even realize you are living by. (Barber, Writing xviii)


Barber writes with an open heart. She is intimate and straightforward. Words throb; passionate syntax elaborates the narrative; her characters moisten the pages when they cry; you can listen to them laughing if you come close to the lines. Her mistakes and her virtues swing rhythmically in a candid teeter-totter. Barber manifests probity. She loves and respects the act of writing as much as she loves and respects life and people. All of these considerations, rather than mere praise, come to represent properties of her fiction. Her literature shows that she understands the act of writing as a valuable but responsible exercise of self-awareness and interrogation. It is both confidential and undisguised: she casts a wide net through her heart only to broadcast it in her books. In this paradoxical, poignant drive, I find another reason, as I will try to show now, for thinking that Barber’s writing is the right departure for approaching Mormon literature. Besides, these features lead me to the conviction that Barber’s voice deserves to be heard within the framework of contemporary literary criticism.


Literature has repeatedly been performed as an opportunity for self-definition. It has, at least, been employed in both prose and poetry as a profitable implement with which to sketch individual definitions, whether disguised, or with the confessional accent of biographies. Barber’s writing is a literary search for identity: “[Y]ou want to use your gift of imagination. You hope it’s possible to lift your experience from its limited boundaries and transform it into a unique bloom of perception” (Barber, Writing xxii). But this search is never easy. Barber’s identity is composed of different elements, some of which incorporate tensions and conflicts that are augmented by Barber’s own awareness of that complex balance. Joanna Brooks defines Mormon identity as “[a] historically contingent, highly contested, and perpetually tenuous construct” (Genealogy 293). She develops a theory that many Mormons who are dismissed from the official and institutional recognition of Mormonism rely on ethnic elements to conserve their condition as Mormons:


Given the rise of Mormon neo-orthodoxy and the growth of the worldwide church, ethnic rather than institutional Mormon identities have become a refuge for those who find themselves outside the narrowing bounds of orthodox Mormonism—especially liberals, intellectuals, feminists, and gays and lesbians. For these marginalized Mormons, identity is not necessarily maintained through the cultural practices associated with the programs of the institutional church. Rather, what provides many marginal Mormons in the contemporary American West with a continuing sense of identity is our deep, intractable, and distinctively Mormon family histories. Our genealogies root us in Mormonism, however uncertain our relationships to the present and future institutional church may be. (Brooks, Genealogy 291)


Barber’s approach to her past, and her search for identity, is full of complexity. It is true that in Barber’s literature that “dynamic relationship” that Brooks places “between institutional and individual histories” (Genealogy 293) can be observed. That tension between a personal concept of self related to Mormonism through “memory, desire, faith, discourse, performance, and community” (Brooks, Genealogy 293) and that other one, established and regulated by the Church, surfaces in Barber’s literary production. Brooks may be making reference to how Mormon identity—or the way Mormons have been perceived in the wider context of the American West—has progressed from a mere religious constituency to a quasi-ethnic community that relies on Mormon experience of historical facts that could be approximated from different angles. In Mormonism, what begins as a religious community turns into a cultural and social reality that is reinforced by the community’s movement westward and the subsequent institution and birth of a new settlement in the desert, a movement that seems to uncover legendary, mythical, unreal undertones, but which can also be approached as a factual illustration of how the Mormons became a tight-knitted community.


Consequently, the conflicts between individuality and community become complicated by the religious implications and the historical weight of a tradition that makes identity both a personal and a communal predication. This is Barber’s natural place. When Brooks addresses the challenge to “find a way of establishing authority and securing identity as a Mormon woman, independently of institutional sanction” (Brooks, Genealogy 296), Barber goes further, widening this challenge to include higher realms, broader spaces, and more complex borders. Rather than trying to find the answer whether to embrace or reject apparently opposite sides, Barber wants to resolve the paradox, heal the conflicts, and reach a new balance with which to undo the division. She proposes a dialogue between the extremes through the elaborated realm of possibilities provided by literature: an inevitable impulse. In the words of Terry Tempest Williams: “[P]aradox is life. It’s the same thing as balance. You can’t have one without the other. There’s always the creative third, which is where possibility lies” (Austin, Voice 44).


Paradox is a key element of the analysis of Barber’s autobiographies and fiction, both when considering their content and from the point of view of the genre. Belonging and traveling; searching but not finding; asking but not answering, are all duplets that reveal tensions in the evaluation and definition of her literature. In this sense, her style is full of questions that reveal her notion of literature as a tool for constant search that may finally be attained as an incomplete action. In my opinion, those questions not only reveal the spirit and position of Barber as an author, but they also offer a consequential re-definition of autobiography as a genre, and they act as a powerful scenario in which Mormon culture and the American West—both as place and ideal—can be approached with an invitation for penetrating criticism. Denis Cosgrove and Mona Domosh say that “[W]e make sense out of the world in the only ‘rational’ way: from our own experiences” (Cosgrove 37). Consequently, Barber tries to understand the world from a small place within it. The different topics that she develops in her fiction; the personal experiences that she describes; the diverse traditions and customs that she portrays; the multiple scenarios that she provides for her characters—all these topics, experiences, cultural elements and places—are sourced from a singular space: the Mormon community. But as Richard Dutcher says: “[T]he more unique the story and its characters, the more universal its appeal” (Bigelow 8). Eugene England does also share this perception: “The only way to the universal is through the particular” (Dawning 133). Barber goes beyond the limitations and invites us to grow intimate with the elements of her fiction. Barber illustrates through her narrative how different yet alike we all are.


In her literary search for identity, Barber’s autobiographies uncover a complex relationship with the Church, both from a social approximation and in relation to her faith, when she allows risk and adventure into her life experience. This forces the reader to reflect on a wider concept of identity when considered as a social construction since she herself invites the reader to connect her own self-definition to that of her community after making so many references to Mormonism. Her example, even if it is not an attempt to offer any statement, draws on the motivation to complicate definitions of Mormonism. Jack Harrell points out that Mormon writers have to avoid what he calls “Mormon optimism,” basically, what Terryl L. Givens calls “affirmation of absolute certainty” (People 26), since in order to make stories workable, some conflict must be present (Harrell 86-87). In any case, both scholars share the same conviction that conflict does indeed reside in the very nature of Mormonism.4 Givens symbolizes it in the idea of the “paradox” (a term used by Eugene England as well) while Harrell uses “conflict,” but, in short, both point towards the possibilities derived from the inherent tensions between affiliation and individualism (Harrell 92) or the certainty provided by Mormonism in contrast to the idea of eternal progress and free agency (Harrell 95). Barber executes the conflicts that Givens and Harrell suggest, but she constructs this particular context in order to expand into universal provinces. Barber begins in and moves from the singular, personal experience—thus following Cosgrove and Domosh—but she expands to a wider embrace of the world.


Mormonism plays a significant role in the narrative of her autobiographies, and likewise much of her fiction makes explicit reference to Mormonism, but also where there is no direct reference to the Mormon Church, like in The School of Love, for example, God’s intermission still beams throughout the text. In “Criminal Justice,” a story at the end of this collection, there is a vision that can be interpreted both in religious and in secular terms. In fact, this bent is noticeable in all her works. In Parting the Veil, as I will try to show later, the veil parts but the parting has to be labeled as a miraculous intermission according to the personal reflection of the reader. However, going back to The School of Love, there is an inflection in these stories that makes the reader think about Mormonism: little details like quilting, geography, some vague spiritual, religious comments, the importance of family themes. This collection of short stories can be understood from a Mormon feminist perspective. Nevertheless, the feelings that Barber treats—and the way she treats them—denote a more universal perspective. Indeed, the author tries to blur the local and the global throughout the collection. Her stories contain a sense of the universal that makes the characters and their stories powerful and viscerally authentic.


When I talk about universality here, I am aiming at proposing a reinterpretation of religion on a personal and specific level (Barber with regard to Mormonism) and an expansion of conclusions in order to overcome the geographic, historical, cultural but also basically religious barriers. The term universal does not coincide with the widely accepted synonym, global. Global seems to pollute the concept with economic and political overtones, but, at the same time, the term universal seems to communicate an existentialist, essentialist value that can cause confusion in the context of this research. Global, in this context, evokes political or economic transformations of the Nation-State system that will not be considered in this analysis. Mormonism overcame a long time ago what could be called a Lockean process—John Locke being one of the founding figures of the idea of the modern State as aiming to separate the administration of political institutions from the influence of religion. In the aftermath of Brigham Young’s death, Mormon culture underwent a process of insertion into the American mainstream, thus abandoning the ideal of its first period in the Utah valley—during which the Mormons tried to isolate themselves to create a regime in which church and government were almost synonymous. Even though this process took place much later than its European equivalent, integration into the American mainstream can also be seen as a modernization that transformed and complicated the Mormon Church, so much so that right now Mormonism stands among those religions submerged in a multicultural reality. Nevertheless, those transformations often lead to the resurgence of national and cultural minorities that could be one of the objects of analysis in this book. The global would then be taken as a point of reference from which to consider the display of connectedness, relationships, and networks within different communities. This could be transferred to a literary analysis that occupies a space in Barber’s fiction. In fact, it would be a pivotal topic for discussion in Mormon literary criticism, both from an insider point of view and when conceiving Mormon literature as an object of research for outsiders.


Neil Campbell bases his new perspective of the American West on the idea that “places (and identities) have become less clear, blurred by a postmodern, transnational, global age of travel, digital communication, multinational corporations, and various complex mobilities” (Rhizomatic 24). David Held states that difference and diversity are fundamental to achieving understanding between cultures (125). The very idea of individuality, from a cultural or social perspective, has been complicated by such new perspectives. We are subjects produced by cultural systems and traditions that equip us with certain codes of interpretation of life and death. These codes have, however, become refined through time. The institutions—the church among them—that were sources of certainty and definition, no longer operate as the sole interpreters of these realities. It is true, as Held reminds us, that today we possess the ability to begin to understand that those particular cultural systems, with their specific and individual sets of characteristics, are open to a wider, much more complex perception. This perception demonstrates that part of that cultural background that identifies individuals is accumulated (and combined) by different systems of values and cultural items superimposed one over the other, thus providing a basis for possible connectedness between different cultures in a process that not only enriches but becomes natural and inescapable (Held 121-127). Thus, the idea of universality does not imply that we need to assume arguments that hold valid for all people alike, but it confers, rather, a power that reaches and goes beyond natural limits—a power that arises after accepting the given and specific assumptions that are considered essentially true when communicated by an agglutinating language. Barber’s narrative space is thus transformed into something elastic in which the linguistic codes favor an easy movement—a sort of nomadism—a cultural transfer promoted by the deliberate aims of the author.


The progression from the particular to the universal frames a movement that finds its meaning in present day experiences linked to migration, immigration, diaspora and new ways of communication through new technologies. I define this movement in communicative terms. Although I avoid the term global, I was tempted to resort to the term glocation to describe what Wendy S. Hesford and Theresa Kulbaga describe as “the interdependence of the local and global—how each is implicated in the other—and how the ‘local, private, and domestic are constituted in relation to global systems and conversely how such systems must be read for their particular location inflection’” (303).5 In fact, my position is closer to Holly YoungBear-Tibbetts’ concept of “home” as a negotiation of one’s own relationship to landscape within a frame that goes beyond the static idea of rootedness as opposed to the exercise of mobility: mobility enables relatedness and it contributes to demonstrate that identity is complex, fluid, and rhizomatic (Making 36-37). In a wider context, it also offers a connection between different levels, dimensions and subject positions, especially between the writer and the reader.


In conclusion, by using the term universal, I do not intend to refer to an essential idealization that denotes meanings of authority and discursive elaboration. The term alludes to a non-physical space in which the processes of communication and cultural representation are built upon an agglutinating, critical and open perspective. Universal, here, is a concept with certain spiritual connotations and a dash of religious appeal, if only because the special characteristics of Barber and the culture in which her work is inserted are the focus of this research. Nevertheless, it is true that because I use this term in a literary context and because of Barber’s personal assumptions in favor of the artistic value of having a mediator between open-minded positions, the idea transcends religious limits to become something much more complex, something that reveals a secular interpretation of religious postulates. The crossing of that boundary is simply the natural place of Barber’s literature since, for her, the balancing of extremes is a fundamental struggle. It is also the natural space for this research. This is a project in which the skeptical look of a researcher who ventures into a very different culture, and the cryptic nakedness of a singular author, collide to offer an array of possible and motley interpretations and paradoxes.


From a personal perspective, these circumstances presented an unquestionable challenge to exercise open-mindedness and to embrace the unknown, as well as a vicarious self-reflecting catharsis. Some time near the end of my research, I came across a pregnant image that lit up the dark gaps of my consciousness. In the introduction to Worldviews and the American West: The Life of Place Itself, Polly Stewart, Steve Siporin, C.W. Sullivan III and Suzi Jones finish their introduction by paying homage to their former mentor, Barre Toelken who, they explain, brilliantly played with the icon of the moccasin to illustrate what it meant to deal with folklore. As they explain, Toelken once wrote that “walking in someone else’s moccasins is not just a cliché or an item of pseudo Indian lore” (Stewart 5). They then develop their explanation, adding that:


For traditional Navajos this idea conveys a deep meaning partly because the word for “moccasin” and the word for “foot” are the same word, and one’s moccasin is shaped by one’s foot. So to walk in someone else’s moccasins is not only to experience the world as someone else does, but to adopt part of that person as yourself for a while, and perhaps to let go of part of yourself for a while too. (Stewart 5-6)


On this journey, I have often felt as if I were wearing somebody else’s shoes and, whether moccasins or not, they sometimes felt like they fit perfectly, while at other times they hurt my feet, causing significant pain.6 In any case, I always felt that taking that path and walking forward would finally make it appropriate for me to wear a new pair of borrowed shoes. If the Mormon version of what Toelken called worldviews, “the manner in which a culture sees and expresses its relation to the world around it” (Stewart 1), is so particular and singular, I still learn that moccasins are flexible and adaptable, that there are universal elements that add coincidences which become an appropriate zone of tension in which to experience and test the relationships and connections favored by literature. On that point, I was the one to benefit, but I also think that this is beneficial to Mormons, because, as Mikhail Bakhtin says:


In the realm of culture, outsideness is a most powerful factor in understanding. It is only in the eyes of another culture that foreign culture reveals itself fully and profoundly (but not maximally fully, because there will be cultures that see and understand even more). A meaning only reveals its depths once it has encountered and come into contact with another, foreign meaning: they engage in a kind of dialogue, which surmounts the closedness and one-sidedness of these particular meanings, these cultures. We raise new questions for a foreign culture, ones that it did not raise itself; we seek answers to our own questions in it; and the foreign culture responds to us by revealing to us its new aspects and new semantic depths. Without one’s own questions one cannot creatively understand anything other or foreign (but, of course, the questions must be serious and sincere). Such a dialogic encounter of two cultures does not result in merging or mixing. Each retains its own unity and open totality, but they are mutually enriched. (Bakhtin 7)


My view is that of an outsider. An international perspective which follows what Frank Bergon calls “a more challenging task” (Bergon, Basques 58) in reference to the international perspective of scholars from different backgrounds in approaching Western American literature. Bergon considers that “a novel becomes a different thing when read in such an international context rather than just a regional one” (Bergon, Basques 58). In that sense, my analysis, even though it conceives of all the specific and particular characteristics of Mormonism, consciously aims at widening all viable interpretations beyond a perspective biased by distance, education and what Toelken calls “worldview.”


In summary, Barber’s literature is meaningful to Mormons who understand the context and the nature of her stories, but it also provides a new perspective for those interested in the Western experience. In fact, it is valuable to anyone interested in human feelings and the conflicts engendered by the clash that can occur between the individual and the community.


Barber is experimental and “highly impressionistic”7 (Anderson, Masks 1). Her elaborate style occasionally uncovers the seams and labor of her lyrical and poetic flair. Furthermore, since her imagery and symbolism derive from Mormon culture and folklore, what she tries to communicate through her writing often becomes so inaccessible, overly artistic and intricate that it cannot be directly or fully understood. Thus, the greatness and applicability of her message loses power. The effort required to understand her images and metaphors takes the reader beyond what seems to be addressed to Mormons, transforming the text into one that is totally pertinent and suitable to the outsider who can still identify with Barber’s individual experience, emotions and meanings: all of which illustrate the universality of human longings and expectations. This emphasis is consciously attained since Barber, as a writer, both longs for and cares about this target: “Do you reach out to the LDS society alone, or does your essential gesture include a desire to build a bridge between cultures and explore the universals?” (Barber, Writing xviii). Barber not only builds those bridges (that she then crosses) between cultures but, on a personal level, this focus works as a moral statement that opens blunt and analytical perspectives. Barber’s moral approximation to literature resides in her conceptual rendition of literary quality, her trip back to the inner aspects of a literature that is—or should be—based on “the third dimension” (Barber, Writing XV). That dimension where good and evil are swapped around, where the writer sticks to her own biases in order to reflect on them by portraying them in fictional characters, then showing a complexity that allows for no conclusions: “You suspect if you want to write something that matters, you need to examine the biases in your characters which can be understood only after reflecting upon the biases in your own character” (Barber, Writing xv). This source is so basic, so primary, and so deep that it adds a universal flavor to Barber’s ability to construct her topics. While Harrell thinks that Mormon writers need “to be more honest about the sins and shortcomings among us” (93), Barber’s own definition of identity as a matter of biases allows for contradiction, complexity, conflict and unattainability. This complex dichotomy produces a space that allows her to portray good and evil in a wide array of degrees.


My analysis goes beyond the text to try to catch the social and cultural blueprint of Barber’s fiction and autobiographies. The journey is bidirectional: the book scrutinizes the influence of Mormon culture, American Western landscape and historical events in Barber’s books, but it also tries to anticipate the space that those books occupy in the ongoing development of Mormon literature and Western American culture. That is why I decided that I needed to precede my analysis by two introductory sections: a history of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints and a survey of Mormon literature. My analysis requires a certain degree of context within which to frame my statements.


The analysis of Mormon history and literature requires the establishment of some kind of defining parallelism between the American history of the West and Mormon history. Thus, if the American movement towards westward expansion has been important in shaping American character, whether invoking Frederick Jackson Turner’s environmental determinism or not, the Mormon movement is also particularly American and important for the constitution of the American character. Mormon experience of the American West provides a unique approach to American history, but it also complicates it, denoting a sense of belonging and estrangement that amounts to a paradox. Mormonism exerts a pregnant influence on the American West from its very beginning. The Mormon stereotype, as explained by scholars such as Terryl L. Givens and William H. Handley, helped to build American identity both by playing an active role, as Mormons were active participants in the pioneering of the American West, but also by playing a passive role, by comparison and opposition. The burgeoning identity of the new country during the 19th century relied not only on the mythic features which adorned the American West, but also on this identity standing in opposition to other communities, such as the Native Americans, African Americans, Asian Americans, and the Mormons. These were purposefully regarded as different in order to fabricate the new country’s own definition. The American West, and the United States at large, defined itself with the passive help of these communities, but Mormons themselves took advantage of the situation to reinforce their own self-awareness as a community with a new energy based on reactions against these prejudices.


As Wallace Stegner says, Mormons were really “un-American” (Stegner 104) when they pioneered the American West with a set of values that counteracted the stereotypical image of the Western pioneer: “in place of nationalism, democracy, and individualism I suppose you’d have to put sectionalism, theocracy, and community” (Stegner 104). Nevertheless, as Stegner himself states when considering contemporary history, Mormons today are at the end of a process of integration that elaborated a balanced picture of specialness and assimilation. Thus, he concludes, “Nowadays I suppose you’d find as many patriots among Utah youth as you do among southern youth” (Stegner, Stegner 104).


These historical considerations provide the background necessary for understanding Barber’s fiction. In this book, I try to give an accurate overview of Mormon history so that the reader is properly equipped to fathom my literary analysis. The social and cultural extrapolations that I perused in Barber’s fiction find a reliable foundation in this way. Contextualization is again required when I approach her writing from a broad angle. My introduction to the history of Mormon literature aims at providing a panoptic exposure of the tradition that supplies Barber’s writing with that indispensable context. This aim required a varied range of methodological approaches but that variety and complexity proves to be consequential to the object of study. In any case, there was a second reasoning to include these two introductory overviews to Mormon history and Mormon literature. As I explain at the beginning of this introduction, Mormon literature is still awaiting the international recognition that it deserves. This was a great opportunity to give visibility to a literary body which stands up to scrutiny on its own but which also works as a valuable contribution to the complexity and diversity that many scholars have been underlining in contemporary approaches to the literature about and from the American West.


The manifold array of methodological approaches is perceptible just by taking a look at the structure of the book. The many similarities, concordances and themes that Barber frequently develops in her writing explain why I concluded that it would be more interesting to organize my research around a number of shared ideas rather than to give priority to the individualizing aspects in each work. The calculated division into four main areas aims at offering a thorough analysis of Barber’s fiction. All four of these main topics are present in her writing. And the four of them required a specific critical corpus to give coherence to the methodology: because the analysis is multiple and diverse, the critical approaches are numerous and varied. This could be seen as a hindrance but, in my opinion, the final outcome verified that this design was nourishing and proficient. The fourfold perspective clearly renders a complete analysis of Barber’s fiction based on a complex network of different paradigms. I try to approach a complex and heterogeneous body of literature within the context of a particular culture and always in relation to a background that offers the same network of tensions and relations. Trying to understand Barber’s different literary qualities in the context of a body of literature that seeks to be included within the wider context of Western American literature and history, while stressing the sense of connectedness with a universal interpretation of literary production, is a tricky task. In order to achieve this balance it is necessary to employ a flexible use of divergent methods and critical approaches.


The strategic elements in this analysis are religion and gender. Subsequently, they occupy a wider space. Barber being raised as a Mormon, and especially a Mormon woman, is very important in her work, both when analyzing her voice as a writer and the construction of her fictional characters. The other two elements in this design are place and art. The idea of place is particularly useful in the analysis of the significance of Barber’s contribution to Mormon and Western American literature, while art covers a broad range of insights from both the technical and moral points of view.


In the religion section, I approach Mormonism as a framework within which I could attain some meaningful analysis of Barber’s literary production. Labels are always complicated and expanded by networks of influences, borders crossed and a general openness to complexity and paradox. As a consequence, and starting—even if briefly—in this introduction, it is important to define what I mean when I use the term Mormon Church and the concept of ethnicity. I also need to clarify how I treat religious appeal.


Catherine L. Albanese gives three different definitions of religion: substantive, functional and formal (xxii). The first approach, the substantive, focuses on the essence and nature of religion. The second approach, the functional, defines religion in terms of how it affects “actual life” (Albanese xxii). Thirdly, if we approach religion from a formal perspective, we are moving into the realm of the history of religions, paying attention to “stories, rituals, moral codes, and communities” (xxii), as Albanese puts it. All three of these approaches are contemplated here, but with unequal intentions and reliability. In her analyses of religions and religious systems, Albanese differentiates between the ordinary and the extraordinary. The ordinary dimension of religion refers mostly to cultural and ethnical levels. The extraordinary dimension is beyond the ordinary—a system of definition that deals with the other: the supernatural. In Albanese’s words, the extraordinary dimension “gives names for the unknown and provides access to the world beyond” (Albanese x). Both dimensions appear in Barber’s work. In Parting the Veil: Stories from a Mormon Imagination, Barber shows that the extraordinary can be an important part of the ordinary in Mormon culture. This chimes with what Hugh Nibley speaks of when he defines two different kinds of social or cultural worlds: the mantic and the sophic.8 In And the Desert Shall Blossom, the ordinary and the extraordinary again blend, this time, in response to the harsh circumstances during the years of the Great Depression and to the character’s personal mischievous ways. John Bennion explains this dimension of the book when he says that it “explores the psychological effects of western Mormonism, an ideology which paradoxically embraces both the ethereal and the earthy” (And 1). In any case, my approach is based mainly on the ordinary, on cultural and social imperatives and assumptions that induce certain roles and definitions. Even if, in this section, I develop certain topics that provide a glimpse into the conflicts and tensions that flourish in Barber’s literature, the elements of Mormon culture, and faith in general, will continue to be important as I develop other topics in subsequent sections.


My gender analysis deals with a variety of topics. From sexuality and reproduction to role production and definition, this section tries to understand Mormonism from a feminist perspective as well as feminism from within a Mormon context. Motherhood and the restriction of women to nurturing and mothering roles are fundamental for the understanding of Mormon society as patriarchal. They will also be significant elements to be considered when analyzing the essence of Barber’s literature.


Through Barber’s fiction and recollections, I analyze gender issues from a sociological point of view, because, as Marianne Hirsch proposes, sociology is a good method of analysis: “it concentrates on sex-role differentiation, where it attempts to distinguish between the individual and the roles she has to assume, and where those roles are studied in relation to their social determinants” (202). Nancy Chodorow says that “women in our society are primarily defined as wives and mothers, thus in particularistic relation to someone else, whereas men are defined primarily in universalistic occupational terms” (178), an idea which accords with Adrienne Rich’s theory that “a ‘natural’ mother is a person without further identity” (22). In fact, Chodorow’s theories propose a psychoanalytic textual interpretation, with attention to gender issues; the family; mother-daughter relations; and father-daughter relations. In Mormon culture, motherhood as a role is sustained by an ideological discourse that promotes a certain division of duties and authority within Mormon culture. In the second half of the 20th century, it was proposed that the mothering role was a source of signification for women on a par with that of priesthood for men: “this emphasis stresses—even magnifies—the differences between the sexes rather than expanding the roles of both” (Kewell 42). Because gender roles are, in a Mormon community, promoted equally for men and women, I also take a look at male gender roles, and how these are stimulated in society. As Chodorow states: “[B]oys are taught to be masculine more consciously than girls are taught to be feminine” (176). Mormon masculinity, as David Knowlton shows, is formed by standards that follow American masculinity, but with slight changes (Knowlton 23). Relying mostly on the character of Alf Jensen in Barber’s novel, I analyze how these standards provoke tension and conflicts when they need to be fulfilled or rejected. Even at the end of the novel, both Alf and Esther Jensen address social roles ironically when they are reunited and they try to perform those roles again: “the model mother. The model wife. Alf was also a model husband, home on time, attentive to the children, mild mannered” (Barber, Desert 208). Evidently, any critical theory needs to be clarified when used in a Mormon context. Barber’s literature reveals a complex approach to these topics, determining a level of approximation and conclusion that complicates Chodorow’s ideas.


To study gender issues within a Mormon context requires a mandatory exploration of how relationships have been devised and institutionalized. In other words, family and marriage must be viewed from a perspective that considers social, political and cultural intervention. Family plays a fundamental role in Mormon history and, in Barber’s writing, marriage becomes a suitable backdrop against which to examine many of the matters that I have just listed. Accordingly, both family and marriage have a place within this book. As Carrie A. Miles states, “in retrospect it is clear that in the latter half of the twentieth century, marriage, family, and gender relations underwent their most significant changes in human history, causing problems not just for the LDS Church but for the entire developed world” (LDS 2).9 In debating the origins of the historic social division of labor, Miles says that Mormons before the Industrial Revolution, whose economy was based on agrarian resources, “were subject to the same forces shaping the family as their more conventional neighbors” (LDS 4). In Mormon culture, these concepts are so integral to the nature of their religion that they stick to the flesh of their members as if they were more than mere cultural constructs, set up for the benefit of an economic system. They are somehow rooted in the theological philosophy originated by Joseph Smith. His ideas about progress and exaltation, operative through projects called the “Plan of Progression,” “Great Plan of Happiness” and “celestial marriage” and aimed at the achievement of that exaltation that elevates a man from manhood to godhood (Miles, LDS 5), are key points that must be considered when talking about gender roles in a Mormon context.


Mormon involvement with environmental issues and its relationship to landscape goes beyond the substantial praise awarded to Mormon watering systems, or the emphasis on the spiritual covenant that Mormon faith had with nature, in which, by the way, Donald Worster sees “a deep contradiction” (413). From the days of Brigham Young, Mormons have always had a long history of aiming for sustainability and believing in a stewardship that forces them to be faithful to nature: “our stewardship toward the earth becomes our humility” (Williams, New x). As I say, there are other aspects that I need to consider when analyzing space, place or landscape in Barber’s literary work, and even more so because this analysis is framed within a Mormon context. Mormons were also defined as a group through their relationship to the land they chose to settle, and in Barber’s fiction and autobiographies, landscape actively participates in her search to configure her identity.


In thinking about place, it is significant that Barber’s rendition of space and landscape is mainly related to an urban setting. This comes as no surprise because many years have passed since Walter Prescott Webb first used the term “oasis civilization” (25) to explain—along with Stegner and other scholars—that the American West “must be eighty percent urban” (Stegner, Stegner 148). Thus, the role of the city of Las Vegas, or the construction of the Hoover Dam, will be highly significant when analyzing Barber’s books. Nevertheless, there are several dimensions that deserve attention in this study of the relationship between the writer—or her characters—and the physical surroundings. A feminist analysis of landscape affords a fruitful opportunity for exploring the inner development of female characters, for instance. Glenda Riley observes a difference between male and female perceptions of nature: “female nature writers perceived the environment as accommodating and welcoming, especially of strong, independent women willing to meet nature’s challenges” (66-67). Riley states that “contemporary ecofeminists usually indict the white patriarchy and its values for dominating and damaging both women and the physical world” (173). This notion will have an important function in my analysis of male and female characters in And the Desert Shall Blossom, and it shares the same spirit that I apply in other sections of my analysis, thus displaying the interrelated nature of all these sections into which I have decided to divide my exploration.


This section also accommodates the necessary room in which to gather and contemplate in detail the frequent references to Mormonism and the American West that naturally requires attention in the context of this study. In previous sections, this topic is approached from a global panorama. Mormon experience of the American West offers a unique approach to the American West and reinforces contemporary ideas about the complex and many-sided nature of the American West. In this section then, I specifically explore Barber’s writing from this angle.


William R. Handley and Nathaniel Lewis’ ideas, expressed in their book True West: Authenticity and the American West, define authenticity as a notion dealing with authority and originality rather than with truth. Barber’s account of her childhood and teenage years in How I Got Cultured: A Nevada Memoir, as well as the first-person narration of her fiction, seeks to undermine interpretations of historical facts such as the bomb tests; the construction of the Hoover Dam, and the development of Las Vegas. This is achieved through a self-reflecting authority that translates into an original interpretation of those facts, not really claiming her experience as truth but rather as a zone of tension where language approaches historical facts in such a personal communication that it proposes new terms. Scott Slovic presents this same idea of the zone of tension when he reports on an interview he and Terre Satterfield made with Gary Nabhan in 1998. There, Nabhan proposes the idea of a zone of tension as “a form of language that facilitates understanding because it obstructs easy, linear thinking” (Slovic, Authenticity 263). Neil Campbell’s ideas in The Rhizomatic West are along the same lines, in Campbell’s proposal that a complex and singular perspective upon the American West seems useful and coherent both for some of the specific considerations that I develop in this book but also—in a general way—for the sake of the rhizomatic. Understanding the rhizomatic as a theory that tries to comprehend chaos and paradox, it also provides a productive approach to Barber’s message and, secondly, the appreciable conclusions about Mormon culture that her search for individuality uncovers. Handley, Lewis and Campbell’s ideas, in short, serve to underpin the frame within which I see Barber’s work in relation to the American West and the Western experience.


The section inscribed under the denomination of art ponders the influence of and the relationship between music, Barber and her own characters. My critical approach to these ideas is largely based on Barber’s own reflections on the interconnection between music and writing—reflections that I compiled from her many biographical and academic articles. This area also analyzes the desire of some of her characters to attain culture as a way of defying the constraints both of society and of one’s own expectations, and to exercise that culture in the expertise of art as a source of self-esteem and visibility. Visibility, here, means dignity—to have a decent image of yourself—rather than something that panders to pride or prestige:


Why was she invisible like spilled water on the sand? She wanted to count and be seen. She had an inner strength; if only people would stop to notice or look at her a second time. Why couldn’t she be more straightforward like Thelma? More certain? (Barber, Desert 133)


Lastly, in this section I also approach Barber’s work from a technical point of view. Specifically, I study the technical derivations of the influential attraction to music in her narrative, and I scrutinize her approximation of the genre of autobiography. To that end, I rely not only on the works of classic scholars such as Georges Gusdorf and James Olney, but also on modern approaches to this genre, some of them from the specific point of view of the Mormon domain.


Even though each of these four sections could be seen as independent parts of a whole, I consider them to be most useful as an exercise in networking. When connected, they become a means by which to approach the complexity of a body of work that intertwines within the four topics presented here. Four different approaches in a single analysis might appear, at first glance, to be confusing, or even incoherent. Nevertheless, I am convinced that this combination deploys a solid and exhaustive study of a literary corpus that is authentically heterogeneous and sophisticated in point of view, content and style. Indeed, my methodological approach aims at emulating the very nature of the object of analysis.


When talking about methodologies and perspectives, I again want to underline the fact that mine is an outsider’s approach. Even though I try to understand Barber’s literature and Mormon literature from within, it is inevitable that I remain an outsider. In negotiating my position in this project, I undertook a moral challenge in which my feet hurt from wearing a strange pair of moccasins, but in which I learnt to walk over paths that I discovered as I went on.


Virginia Woolf proposed a simpler critical approach to literature: “integrity and disintegrity as criteria to discern the quality of a book” (84). Barber has many things in common with the Woolf of A Room of One’s Own. Barber is also aware of the lack of a valuable tradition “behind them” (Woolf 88) and that is why much of her fiction can be read as an attempt to look back “through our mothers if we are women” (Woolf 88). One of the main elements in Barber’s fiction is her probity, her “integrity” in writing from a sincere perspective and with a committed boldness. Woolf’s moral approach to literature is also proposed by Stephen L. Tanner in his “The Moral Measure of Literature.” Based on the work by John Gardner, Tanner proposes the moral approach as a valuable method pushed aside in the modern age due to “the relativistic temper of the modern mind” and “the attempt to emulate the dispassionate objectivity of science” (281). In fact, Tanner concludes that the moral approach is unavoidable for a Mormon critic since modern methods of criticism (an opinion corroborated upon by other Mormon scholars) can be “an unsettling process” (283). Tanner and Edward L. Hart both use the concept of “double jeopardy” (Hart 81) in order to explain the double risk that Mormon writers need to face when they write. Hart assumes that every writer lacks absolute control of the final outcome that the writing process may produce but he also proclaims that Mormons undergo a second risk, when that uncertain result can be understood as a purposeful act of rebellion. Tanner embraces this theory when he states that “the writer cannot know in advance the exact nature of the values he will portray” (285). Mormon writers seem inextricably compelled to write with moral issues in mind. As Dave Wolverton puts it: “I’m not a prophet. I don’t write scripture. Yet that doesn’t free me from the necessity of being a moral writer” (Bigelow 260).


Tanner says that to be a good moral critic you need wisdom and maturity and that if one is to review Mormon literature from a moral point of view it is especially important to have a good knowledge of the Restored Gospel (285). Based on this, I have to admit that mine cannot be seen as a work produced from within a moral framework. Yet, my approach and that proposed by Tanner have many things in common, not least of which is a taste for interpretation, both of the characters and of the conscious and unconscious motivations of the writer in the attempt to give meaning to the text. Whether I come to ethically conclusive statements or not may be the difference between Tanner’s proposition and the final result of this analysis. In a way, my moral approach is wider and more elastic than what Tanner could have imagined, because in approaching Barber from a moral point of view—implementing Woolf’s technique of discerning worthy literature—I learn that Barber’s ethical tone is complex and universal. Barber, rather than affirming values, tries to confirm the complexity involved in reaching the point of affirmation. Barber’s moral approach goes beyond proposing morally uplifting tropes and topics for Mormons to show recognition of what Tanner calls “the relativistic temper of the modern mind” (281). In my opinion, to determine whether something is morally good or bad in literary expression is a tricky business for a critic. There are always further possibilities of interpretation. When Tanner says that “when a literary work cheats or lies or achieves its right and wrong ends unfairly, or celebrates what ought to be scorned, or mocks what should be praised, the critic should announce what has gone wrong and point out why” (287), he forgets that cheating, lying or achieving ends are not activities that provide closure. Instead, what closes the book morally is the reader’s personal interpretation. Barber herself envisions writing as an action that requires the active participation of the reader: “much of the burden of interpretation lies with the reader who will make out of words what he or she wishes” (Mormon 112-113). Perhaps the moral approach should be made to focus on the reader. Rather than looking for the moral ideas of the narrative, the attention should be placed on the agency of the reader who is free to exercise moral judgments. As Woolf says, “one can only give one’s audience the chance of drawing their own conclusions as they observe the limitations, the prejudices, the idiosyncrasies of the speaker” (Woolf 4). Barber, rather than connoting “emotional affirmation” (Gardner 129), denotes her limitations, prejudices and idiosyncrasies. She privileges questions over answers, and searching over finding. Instead of affirming her emotions, she confirms that emotionally she is still a seeker and a doubter. Barber’s ethical turn in literature derives from her study of the position and nature of her own self, by avoiding the extremes and trying to find her place as an individual within a community, either when talking about the ethics of gender, Mormonism or place. My approach to a religious interpretation of Barber’s work avoids any conclusive statement precisely because Barber herself embraces the lack of final statements as a personal ethic of knowledge and search.


I feel a need to finish this introduction by perverting the codes of scholarship and to instead partake of Barber’s celebration of candor and cleansing. I want to leap over the fence that separates the scholar from the researcher. Every scholar knows that, when writing, the distance that we make in our strife to grant reliability and significance to our work obscures the personal compromise that, as researchers, we make when we undertake such projects. But we are still there, behind concepts, statements and valuations, disguising the moral and emotional bet that we make with every word.


When I began researching Barber’s books I was unemployed, single, and I was still living at my parents’ house. Now I have a job at a college, I have fallen in love and I pay a mortgage. I am no longer the same person who read “Mormon Levis” for the first time, and I know that my research played a very important part in the making of who I am now. Phyllis played an important role. My work may be losing reliability and significance after this confession but I have a debt here. I am in debt. This is also a description of my own search. Maybe, somehow, I got to write a hidden fiction behind my scholarly narrative. Maybe somebody can see behind these words how I retell my own story. If so, then Phyllis Barber’s writing and this book will successfully attain the unconscious ambition that they were searching for: association and conversation. Bridges erected. Borders erased. Veils that part—whether under the power of the supernatural, or not.





1 Barber’s engagement with The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints is not measured here. My statement that she is a Mormon is grounded in her cultural and spiritual education, even though, throughout her literary production, different levels of attachment to the Church will be apparent. Perhaps, that variety in her commitment to the Church shows that such a defining label as Mormon is slippery. As a starting point, I trust my use of the term in an academic realm, since I reckon the necessity to establish a defining context to place her literary production. In a deeper analysis, I believe that throughout this book I show how I perceive that any notion related to a possible definition of Barber’s literary production as Mormon fiction claims a wide conception of the term, thus following and agreeing with the general spirit and philosophy of this book. 


2 I have opted to use Church in the upper case whenever I am making reference to the Mormon or the LDS Church. When written in the lower case, I am talking about the institution of the church in general terms. 


3 The metaphor of the veil is a constant term used by Mormons to describe the fine border between the earthly and the celestial worlds. In Barber the use of this term is symbolic. Here I too use the term to signify the sense of discovery. 


4 Brian Evenson states that “one can gave preestablished rules in one’s life, and one can live according to a certain moral code and still have quite a bit of openness in a text. With the Mormon emphasis on choice, making choices, I would think the Mormon writer would feel compelled to write an open text rather than a closed one” (Bigelow 35). 


5 Hesford and Kulbaga use here the words by Susan Stanford Friedman in “Location Feminism: Gender, Cultural Geographies and Geopolitical Literacy” to complete the definition of what they mean by glocation.


6 In fact, this image came to mind again when I read about the Maori ideal of the turangawaewae as explained by Holly YoungBear-Tibbetts. She indicates that Maori people use this expression to describe the complex relation of belonging to a place, as it is translated as “a place for one’s feet to stand” (YoungBear-Tibbetts, Canoncito 159). I felt that my presence in this context was not only “territorial and political” but also that I was to be careful about my “positioning of intellect and philosophy” (YoungBear-Tibbetts, Canoncito 159). Thus, I not only needed to learn how to walk with those moccasins, I also needed to be careful about where I was stepping. 


7 She was referring to the short stories collected in The School of Love. Helen B. Cannon appreciates the same flair in her review of the collection.


8 Richard Cracroft applies Nibley’s definition of the dichotomy between a Mantic and a Sophic view of the world to Mormon literature. The Mantic perception of life conceives that the divine operates in what we could call the real world. The Sophic perception, on the contrary, rejects the supernatural as an energy on duty in the real world (Cracroft, Attuning 1). 


9 The pagination of these quotations corresponds with the free version of this article that Carrie A. Miles provides in her personal website (http://carriemiles.wordpress.com/). In any case, the citation in my bibliography gives the publishing reference. This article was published in Revisiting Thomas F. O’Dea’s The Mormons: Persistent Themes and Contemporary Perspectives (2008).




The Mormon Context (History and Literature):
Always with a stitch in my side


To analyze the whole literary production of a writer encompasses more than just focusing on his or her books. At least, in my overview of Phyllis Barber’s literary production, I found that if I wanted to deliver a thorough and extensive analysis of her books, it would be necessary to go beyond them. The goal might seem too aspirational and intricate, but it is my impression that this spirit has consistently proved to be unavoidable, and more so as I aspire to widen my conclusions in order to propose assumptions that may be of assistance when approaching a specific culture and its corresponding literature. In the case of this project, it is in regard to the members of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. I even dare add a third pursuit even if this makes my target too high and far away. As I already explained in the general introduction to this book, I also pretend to offer my analysis and the subsequent conclusions as an invitation to reflect on our position as cultural subjects determined by, or, at least exposed to, a variety of social, cultural, political and moral components that complicate our personal definitions of self.


Just by taking a look at the structure of this book, one can perceive which main factors of Phyllis Barber’s literary production I have considered relevant for achieving a complete analysis of her work. Her being a woman, mother and wife, together with the fact that Barber’s fiction is set in an urban West are noticeably proposed as main factors considered in the general analysis of her literature. Another element that is obvious to any reader is that of her being, or having been, a member of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints. However, it is not her membership that I consider to be important, but the fact that it has been a troublesome one. Some time before I finished this book, I had the chance to ask Barber herself about my calling her a Mormon. This was the answer that she gave me:


I'm a writer who is informed by my birth in the West, by the Mormon religion which has played a large role in shaping who I've become, and by my desire to craft my expression into something beautiful in the literary sense of that word. Many ‘Mormons’ might not consider me a Mormon writer, actually, because I don't always write pleasant things, and I haven't stayed within the boundaries of Mormon idealism in my own life.1


My insistence in describing Barber as a Mormon needs to be understood as part of the researcher’s urge to resort to labels in aid of accessibility, coherence, and academic scrutiny. At any rate, based on this answer and on further inquiry, I deduce that Barber is aware of the influence that her being raised a Mormon has had upon her. That is indeed a palpable strand in her literature. In fact, it is impossible not to perceive her compulsion towards spiritual connection, and this compulsion, regardless of whether or not it takes her beyond any established denomination, originally springs from her Mormonism. Likewise, it cannot be denied that her being a woman as well as her sensitivity toward the landscape of the American West, are crucial elements in the shaping of her identity. She herself says as much. However, both of these elements can be related to her being a Mormon. Without a doubt, analyzing Barber’s fiction requires a multiplex strategy, one that digs out her roots but that also maps out the long road that leads her from them.


In any case, it is my conviction that apprehending Barber’s work in its fullness demands a developed understanding of the history of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. Some of her stories are rooted very deep; rooted in a soil that has been harvested for two centuries. Some others are placed in urban spaces and they only reach a few days back from yesterday, but they always ascertain a set of connections that transcend the single moment and specific locale. That is the main reason behind my intention to give a recapitulation of Mormon history and literature before beginning my analysis of her books. Thus, readers will be equipped with the necessary context from which both Barber’s literature and my own analysis proceed.


There is a second reason that I feel it is mandatory to offer this historical and literary overview. In short, it is prudent to assume that not everybody knows that Mormon literature exists. Since the late 1970s when the initiation of the first Mormon college classes and the publishing of the first Mormon anthologies signaled the beginning of a flourishing interest in Mormon literature from an academic perspective, Mormon literature has observed a growth that provides an interesting route to understand its complicated existence today. Mormon criticism is still studying the limits and concerns of both the criticism and the literature. It is my aim to study this process and to show that critical attention is given to Mormon literature.


Furthermore, I want to contribute to this visibility through a panoptic approach which posits a complex definition of Mormon literature. In my treatment of Mormonism and Mormon literature I will exhibit a preference for a multiplicity of points of view, unpretentious criticism and an inclination to pose questions rather than make statements. I believe this to be the proper way for an outsider to approach a different culture. In any case, the aim remains the same: to give visibility to a body of work that, as I will try to show, has been long denied the attention it deserves.


Mormonism has gone global and international, and this movement began long before Mitt Romney became the first Mormon to be a major party presidential nominee. In the second half of the 20th century, the Mormon Church has supported and encouraged the establishment of missions and wards all over the world. Today, the Church acknowledges a total number of almost 14.5 million members. These members are distributed in 28,784 congregations worldwide. The Church has 340 established missions and 140 temples around the world. Some of these temples have been built in places as diverse as Germany, Spain, Mexico, Brazil, Panama, Colombia, Sweden, Argentina, Canada, China, Philippines, Nigeria and Denmark, to name but a few.2 Still, prejudices abound and ignorance fosters stereotypes. An unveiling of Mormonism therefore requires an accurate mapping of its background. Mormon history articulates the very fabric of Mormon identity. When approaching Mormons as a tight group—as a community—the researcher easily perceives the importance of history for the construction and continuation of that bond. Likewise, the history of Mormonism is fundamental to the individual and personal design of any Mormon’s place in the world. In America: Religions and Religion, Albanese summarizes all this into one simple sentence: “To understand the Mormons is to understand this history in which they acted out their identity” (226). Therefore, if I want to offer a proper background to my analysis, I need to explore not only contemporary Mormonism, but I also need to walk backwards and track its history.


In conclusion, before I begin to pose my analysis of Phyllis Barber’s literature, it is necessary to approach both Mormon history and literature in order to provide a proper frame within which to understand her books. Levi S. Peterson explains that “if it is written well, history can function as potently as either fiction or drama to capture our imagination, to arouse our emotions, to cause us to identify and project and to live vicariously in the scene portrayed by the historian” (Juanita 135). By contrast, Linda Sillitoe affirms that fiction can be more resolute than history in achieving its natural aim: “Sometimes a deeper, subtler truth can be told in fiction” (Off 12). The combination of these two different positions supports my perception that offering introductions to the history of Mormonism and to Mormon literature proves valuable insofar as it guarantees a better understanding of my subsequent analysis of Barber’s literature. Besides, these introductions, as I have already stated, function as an invitation to come closer to a culture that offers a different approach to the American West, and to discover new challenges that could even rearrange our own personal definitions.


Genealogy and Memory:
How to Shape a Communal Identity


The history of Mormonism is a story of movement and constant progress, an evolution of a community through events and circumstances that have drawn the path to the present-day consideration of Mormonism as a spiritual and cultural group. Indeed, it almost verges into an ethnic category. When Candadai Seshachari tries to explain the nature of the duty of a Mormon writer, he is compelled to explain that the Mormon writer finds in the historical past of his or her ancestors a weight equivalent to that which an African American might feel toward the history of slavery (Seshachari 23).


Whether I am here talking about writers, mathematicians or plumbers, to say that Mormons look back to their history in order to find a place for themselves is an obvious assertion. And as soon as the obvious comes into play, so does the risk of bending it for the sake of simplicity. Such a clear statement may invite us to sacrifice the complexity of the history of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints when, in fact, it is necessary to approach any single event of its history with an eye open to different approaches, perspectives, and levels of interpretation. There is no better example to understand this complexity than by paying attention to an even more obvious statement: that almost the entire history of the Mormons took place in the American West; an American West that, as Neil Campbell emphasizes, became “a particular focal site for the inscription of national identity” and a “primary mythic vehicle” (Rhizomatic 152). Mormons, as part of the historical, but also mythical, enterprise that led to the settling of the American West, were engaged in that same frontier-search for definition and transcendence. To gain understanding of their sense of community and their quasi-ethnic perception, it is indispensable to study the myths upon which their agreement is erected. As Stacy Burton has suggested, the pioneering days—a cardinal point in Mormon history—are fundamental for understanding this mythical nuance: “Mormons have long revered early adherents to the faith, particularly the pioneers who crossed the plains to Utah. But what began as reverence gradually became mythologizing and then sacralizing” (Burton, Toward 32).


This process of “mythologizing and then sacralizing” has its explanation in the Mormon tendency to look backwards in search of a sense of community. Probably, that bent towards memory and tradition stems from Mormonism’s reaction against the growing secularization of its surroundings. As Anthony D. Smith explains in Myths and Memories of the Nation, “the myths represent a means of adapting to rapid change, of mediating between an untenable but much-regretted religious tradition and an ardently-sought but often fearful social change and modernization” (Myths 84). Smith adds that these myths also reflect the “hopes and possibilities” (Myths 84) placed upon a change produced by the move into a new industrial, capitalist and modern society, a “modern era where traditional economy of isolation and subsistence is finished” (Myths 84). Or as Richard Slotkin puts it, “myth-making is simultaneously a psychological and a social activity. The myth is articulated by individual artists and has its effect on the mind of each individual participant, but its function is to reconcile and unite these individualities to a collective identity” (Slotkin, Regeneration 8). The Mormon’s growing “mythologizing and then sacralizing” of the pioneer days does—with some variation and change of emphasis—fit into this picture.


As I suggested before, it is significant that this mythic use of the Mormon past belongs to the same ideal that America took as a source for its own national identity: the American West. Mormons relied on that mythology, but with a personal flair: a certain specific set of characteristics that insert their own idiosyncrasy to a narrative that encompasses a wider identity, against which they built their own. But, at the same time, Mormon experience of the American West introduces an ambiguous and paradoxical element that contributes to the opening up of a different approach to the history of the American West, one that shares with recent trends in academic research an emphasis on complexity and exploration. Throughout the history of the American West, the Mormons occupy a place that seems unbalanced and tricky. Although, due to their different (and thus dangerous) characteristics, they stood in apparent opposition to the imperialist strands that marked the pioneering of the American West, they were also involved in a process of expansion and subjugation. In short, Mormons can be perceived as a minority group within the experience of the American West. To a large extent, they match a mainstream pattern that they, on other occasions, divert from.


To write an overview of the history of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints is an overwhelming task that encompasses different periods that, on occasion, run parallel to the history of the United States of America.3 In fact, to encapsulate the history of the Mormon community, one needs to travel from the beginnings of the United States as a country and the key events of the pioneering days to our present time. Such a journey reaches over a vast expanse of land: from the state of New York to the deserted land around the Great Salt Lake and even further to California, and southwards down to Mexico. In the interest of clarity, I have divided Mormon history into six different periods.


Starting from the beginning, that is, from the very foundation of the Church, the first period demands an appraisal of the foundation of the Church. Joseph Smith’s first vision opens the period and it ends with Governor Bogg’s Extermination Order, which removed Mormons from Missouri (Blair 64). This period seems to establish a pattern that will be repeated in the following years.


If Mormons moved from Missouri to Illinois, then the next step should focus on Nauvoo, the first—successful but brief—attempt to build Zion.4 Nauvoo works as a symbol of Mormon enterprise and this period ends with the death of Smith which, obviously, deserves a close analysis.


The failure of this settlement launched a new period that could be symbolized by a change of focus when discerned in the main leaders of the Church. If, as I said, the Nauvoo period closes with the death of Joseph Smith, the next one opens with the emergence of Brigham Young, the main character in a very important historical period for the Mormons – referred to as the Mormon exodus—and the subsequent settling of the Salt Lake valley. The time of the exodus, as Jan Shipps affirms, contains great significance, as it led to Mormonism’s institutionalization as a Church and almost into an ethnic group in their own right: “these events took on an experiential character appropriately described as metaphorical only if metaphor is understood as something more than literary device” (Shipps 61).


This period and the following, from the pioneering days to the Mormon instauration of a community in the desert, still exercise a fundamental influence in present day Mormonism. When it comes to undertaking an analysis of Mormonism’s settling in the American West, a dual approach seems advisable. First, a period considering the first years shows how isolation was a pattern, but also how many Mormons were subjected to persistent nomadism for the benefit of a Church looking to settle in new areas. Brigham Young succeeded in promoting a sense of community during these first years. A second period within this general pioneering period follows the first one and it ends after the polygamist controversy takes place in the last years of the 19th century. This period explains the dispute with the Federal government over polygamy. This was, again, a period of significant consequence for Mormon culture; a period that, in fact, draws a line that separates all of the previous periods from the future evolution of the Mormon community.


The sixth and last period sees the involvement of the Church in mainstream culture and economy. It also contains the signing of the First Manifesto, as well as the achievement of Utah statehood. The period finishes with a view to contemporary Mormonism, which consolidates its structure and status but looks for international expansion. This last period also displays the level of complexity and diversity that Mormon culture enjoys today. This recent social context will be especially helpful for understanding the subsequent analysis of contemporary Mormon literature. In what follows, I provide a lengthier approximation of each of these periods so that the events and facts in each one describe the evolution of Mormon culture and community.


Mormonism began in the east but became what it is today in the west. Joseph Smith, the son of a couple of New Englanders (Brodie 5) who, at the beginning of the 19th century, moved to New York in search of a better opportunity, was concerned to find out which one of the many sects spreading in his county was the real one. The historical context in which the young Smith felt the need to ask for guidance is very significant. Isaac Bullard, Ann Lee—mother of the Shakers—, William Miller, John Humphrey Noyes, Matthias, Dylks and many other eccentric leaders were preaching in the vicinity (Brodie 15). At the turn of the century, Western New York was known for the religious revival and fervor of the many sects and cults being promoted all over the region. This situation helped the region earn the name of “burned-over district” (O’Dea 10). Smith’s own parents had many doubts about which one was the true religion. They were Calvinists, but the conditions of the New America were changing the intensity of their faith. Fawn M. Brodie states that these were days in which New England was the breeding-ground for doubts and remorse of any organized church, and this was especially true of Smith’s family (Brodie 1-15). It was within this context that Smith decided to go into the woods near his home and pray. He testified later that both God the Father and Jesus Christ appeared before him. Through this vision, Smith later confessed, he received some plates, covered in strange writing. In the following years, Smith worked on translating the writing on these plates that he claimed had a divine origin.


The Church was officially organized on April 6, 1830 in Fayette, New York. With the help of Oliver Cowdery and some other people, Joseph Smith succeeded in organizing the first gatherings and expanding new branches. After the conversion of 130 members of a Campbellite sect—the leader, Sidney Rigdon, among them (Bushman, Joseph 173)—the growth of the Church doubled. However, problems also grew, and on many occasions, Mormons were driven from their settlements. In 1831, when the first controversies began back in Western New York, Rigdon convinced Smith to move to Kirtland, Ohio. New problems, this time coming both from inside and outside the Church, forced Mormons to move again, this time to Missouri. They encountered new hostilities in Missouri. At this time, many of the controversies centered on the idea of polygamy, and this was also the emphasis of the violent events that are referred to as the first Mormon War.5 After surrendering in Far West and agreeing to leave Missouri, they crossed the Mississippi River to Illinois.


Initially, they received a friendly reception in Quincy, Illinois. They purchased land for a new gathering place close to the Mississippi River and they called it Nauvoo. The emigration program was well organized in those years and Nauvoo became the first truly successful attempt to build the kingdom of Zion on earth as it had been envisioned by Smith. The new settlement grew very rapidly, eventually forming a community of over 12,000 members (Black 93). However, in the aftermath of the prophet’s death, Nauvoo too would come to a violent end. Smith’s decision to close the Nauvoo Expositor was crucial to this event. The Nauvoo Expositor was a periodical in which two Mormon excommunicants—William Law and Robert Forster—expressed their criticism of the recent changes introduced to the Gospel during the settling of Nauvoo. Only one number of this periodical was ever published. Smith, infuriated by the initiative, forced the closing of the new journal. His closing of the printing-press caused uproar among non-Mormons, which led to him being placed in jail, where he was subsequently killed by a mob (Arrington, Church 20).


The death of Smith marks the end of the founding period and the beginning of a journey that was to become the most important and decisive event in the history of the Church. In this second period, Brigham Young will occupy the place that Smith enjoyed during those first years. Smith’s practical thinking led him to believe that it would be easier to lay the foundations of that promised kingdom of Zion in an isolated place where they could avoid confrontations with neighbors. Moving West was the option, as Smith himself had foreseen before (Andrus 131). After Nauvoo’s failure, Young restored this old goal.
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