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			Introduction

			Rachel Cope

		

		
			This volume, the outgrowth of a symposium whose title and theme was “Beyond Biography: Sources in Context for Mormon Women’s History,” is part of a vibrant renaissance in the study of Mormon women. This renaissance has emerged on the heels of several recent volumes—including important biographies of Mormon female leaders like Amy Brown Lyman and Emmeline B. Wells; primary source collections like Joanna Brooks, et al.’s Mormon Feminism, Jill Derr et al.’s The First Fifty Years of Relief Society, and Jennifer Reeder and Kate Holbrook’s At the Pulpit; edited collections like Kate Holbrook and Matthew Bowman’s Women and Mormonism; and monographs like Laurel Thatcher Ulrich’s recent book, A House Full of Females: Plural Marriage and Women’s Rights in Early Mormonism, 1835–1870. Such works have advanced a number of themes illustrated in this volume, particularly, the importance of contextualizing the study of Mormon women in broader narratives of American religious and cultural history and the use of a wide range of scholarly tools in those efforts.1

			In response to this scholarly renaissance, the authors whose works appear in this book have drawn upon both traditional and nontraditional primary sources in order to demonstrate how to engage in creative readings and interpretations of different types of source material and how to analyze and contextualize such sources so that a more complete and complex picture of Mormon women’s history emerges. The stories that unfold in this book thus highlight the impact that Mormon women have had on their church’s history and on American religious history as a whole, essentially spanning Mormon settlement in Utah through the early twentieth century—a formative and radical time period toward which scholars continue to gravitate, since it seems to speak to and resonate with modern changes and sensibilities. By emphasizing the time period and geographic space traditionally the focus of historians of Mormonism, this volume points out the many ways that new sources and creative methodological approaches can push and probe the boundaries of a historiography we thought we already knew. It is our hope that these examples will not only expand the scope of current historiography but also stimulate future scholarship that looks to and beyond Utah in the long nineteenth century.

			As the compilation of this volume was underway, my grandmother, Florence Annetta Fairbanks (1919–2016), whose life story implicitly and explicitly encompasses the themes covered in this volume, passed away. Here, I use my grandmother’s story, and the sources that contain that story, to suggest that there are many ways in which sources and contexts can help a woman’s story shift from simple biography to complex and nuanced story—to reveal how a life that could easily be forgotten outside of the context of family history has the potential to shed light on larger historical themes and events.

			At first glance, my grandmother’s story echoes that of many Mormon women of her generation. She and her siblings were born to and raised by devout Latter-day Saints (LDS) parents. After graduating from Brigham Young University, Florence Cope married James Austin Cope Jr., in the Salt Lake Temple. She raised a large family on a budget. She canned fruit and vegetables from her immense garden, baked bread, made fantastic Christmas candy, and always had a meal for someone in need. She faithfully wove scripture reading and prayer into the fabric of her daily life and taught her children to do likewise. Cope served as Relief Society president, and her husband served as a bishop, stake president, and patriarch.2 After raising their family, they served two LDS missions together, one in Kalamazoo, Michigan, and the other in San Antonio, Texas. They had a large posterity, and children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren often filled their home.

			This brief sketch suggests that Cope’s story is rather normative—normative because it is common and because it echoes the brief biographical form found in LDS family history accounts and obituaries.3 Indeed, it tells the story we might expect of a Mormon woman whose life spanned much of the twentieth century. And because this version of the story seems to meet preconceived assumptions, it is easy to conclude that her life sheds very little light on much of anything beyond her own family.
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					Figure Intro.1. This is a photograph of Florence Fairbanks Cope and James Austin Cope Jr. just prior to serving their LDS mission in San Antonio, Texas, from 1990 to 1991.

				

			

			But careful contextualization—enabled by the extensive collection of diaries and journals, letters, scrapbooks, photo albums, photographs, cookbooks, cards, college notebooks and memorabilia, Relief Society lesson outlines, spiritual diaries, personal notes, family papers, books, and other items that Cope recorded and preserved over the course of her lifetime, which have recently been donated to the L. Tom Perry Special Collections Library in the Harold B. Lee Library at Brigham Young University—reveals that there is more to Cope’s story than a simple biographical sketch implies. True, she was a wife and mother, a homemaker, a woman whose influence seemed confined to her own personal domestic sphere. But the significance of her story, preserved in the kinds of sources historians can use (sources similar to those used in the various articles throughout this book) has the potential to reach beyond Fairbanks and Cope family history. A study of Cope’s life reveals the expansive and complex nature of family structures and relationships—the angle of her story that is the focus of this introduction—to demonstrate how one woman’s experiences can shed light on a larger religious narrative. However, many readers will recognize that, in addition to explaining what Mormons believed about families and how they lived in them, Cope’s story also advances other themes included in this volume: it captures the tensions and diverse tugs on Mormon women’s minds and hearts from institutions and community; it highlights the strain of adaptation from the independent polygamous Mormon commonwealth to integration with the United States; it captures attempts to assimilate American Indians into “white” culture, as with Sally Exervier Ward; it underscores the importance of women’s theological contributions, as with Hannah Tapfield King; it illustrates the many means through which women, such as members of the Browett family, enabled relationships with one another; it emphasizes the creation of the home and its theological influence; it exemplifies the use of divergent source materials, such as the correspondence of Mine Jorgensen, the artwork of Mary Teasdel, or the poetry of Emily Scott; and it covers the time frame on which this volume focuses—the “Utah” period, ranging from 1847 through the turn of the century. In Beyond Biography, we sound a call to move the study of Mormon (and American) women (and men) beyond simple life narration to incorporate the contextual significance of those lives and to grapple with a vast array of topics essential for understanding Mormon history and, by extension, the religious history of which Mormon history is a part.

			Despite the seemingly narrow scope of Cope’s biographical sketch, a contextualized reading of her papers reveals that she was not, in fact, born into a “typical” family, a detail that perhaps challenges the idea that family has always been defined in the same way. Cope’s father, John B. Fairbanks, born in 1855, was nearly sixty-four years her senior.4 Although Fairbanks had been raised in territorial Utah where many Mormons practiced polygamy, his own marriage to Lillie Annetta Huish, which took place over a decade prior to the LDS Church’s announcement that it would no longer endorse the practice of plural marriage, was monogamous. Family legend suggests that LDS Church leaders asked Fairbanks to practice polygamy. Although John and Lillie agreed to take this difficult step, the Manifesto ending plural marriage was issued before they did so. A letter John wrote to Lillie in 1890 upon hearing about the Manifesto hints at their commitment to the principle and to their belief that it contained salvific elements.5 For the Fairbanks family, news about the end of plural marriage did not seem to serve as a source of relief but, rather, as a shock, and even as a source of regret. John Fairbanks, it seems, may have felt some guilt for not immediately following the counsel to take a plural wife.

			When John and Lillie’s tenth son and eleventh child, Avard, was still an infant, Lillie had an accident that ultimately resulted in her untimely death.6 At this tragic time, John Fairbanks drew upon the help of his eighteen-year-old daughter Nettie, who became a maternal figure as well as an elder sister to her younger siblings. After the Fairbanks children had reached adulthood, John, then age sixty-one, met Florence Gifford, a schoolteacher in her mid-twenties who was raising her young niece, Nellie Johnson.7 The couple married on September 21, 1917. They would raise Nellie to adulthood and have five additional children. Florence Fairbanks Cope was the eldest of John Fairbanks’s second family.

			Although John Fairbanks had two monogamous marriages during his lifetime, his belief in the eternal nature of the Mormon marriage sealing meant that he ultimately did, indeed, have two wives. Therefore, even though Cope was born into a monogamous family in the post-Manifesto age, she grew up believing that her father’s two families would eventually be joined together as one. Commitment to this union is, perhaps, best captured by her full name: Florence after her own mother, and Annetta after her father’s deceased wife (Lillie Annetta). Such a complex familial experience demonstrates the Mormon belief that sequential families will become simultaneous families in a postmortal sphere.8

			The Fairbanks family continued to be impacted by a diverse array of intricate familial ties that complicate and run counter to twenty-first-century notions of family. Cope grew up with an elderly father whose background was rooted in the age of Mormon pioneers, with eleven older half siblings who were twenty to forty-one years her senior, and with nieces and nephews who ranged from her own age to close to that of her mother. Her personal papers suggest that half siblings often assumed paternal and aunt- or uncle-like roles, while nieces and nephews acted as parents, cousins, or siblings. Additionally, Cope considered her cousin, Nellie, whom her parents raised, her older sister.9 Clearly, the roles of grandparent, parent, aunt, uncle, cousin, and sibling were, in many ways, conflated in the context of Fairbanks family relationships—a network of ties that shed light on early Mormon conceptions of family and on the often-fluid nature of kinship throughout American history.10

			During the first five years of Cope’s life, the Fairbanks family lived in Salt Lake City, but they later moved to Springdale (near Zion’s National Park in southern Utah) in order to live with Florence’s grandmother, Alice Gifford. In Springdale, the meaning of kinship extended even further for Cope. Her Grandmother Gifford was a plural wife—Alice’s husband, Oliver Gifford, married Emily Ann Hepworth in 1882, prior to the announcement of the Manifesto.11 The division of Oliver’s time between his two families meant that Alice needed extra help on the family farm and assistance in raising Nellie’s sisters, Lanetta and Margie, following complications that resulted from her broken hip. In this context, Cope became a part of an extended polygamous family whose lives crossed multiple generational lines.12 Alice, for example, was only eight months older than her son-in-law, John Fairbanks. Cousins, siblings, parents, and grandparents assumed a multiplicity of roles, and extended family members, neighbors, and friends became a central part of the Fairbanks family’s fictive ties.13 When Alice Gifford passed away in 1928, the Fairbanks family moved back to Salt Lake, while Grandfather Oliver Gifford remained in Springdale with his plural wife, Emily. In the first decade of Cope’s life, the definition of family came to involve far more than mom, dad, and children. Her family, on both the Fairbanks and the Gifford sides, was centered in a vast network of complex relationships that enriched and complicated daily life, relationships that capture significant themes and ideas woven throughout history, theology, and culture.14

			In 1941, Florence Fairbanks was sealed to James Austin Cope Jr. in the Salt Lake Temple. Over the course of nearly twenty-two years, she had thirteen children. But her broad sense of family relationships continued to shape her life. Participating in the LDS Church’s Indian Student Placement Services—a program that placed American Indian students in Mormon (white) homes during the academic year so they could attend public schools—she became a foster parent to three American Indian teenagers.15 The Cope family also “adopted” some individuals who were alone or struggling, making them a part of their own family. For example, a widowed and childless neighbor, Janet Oakerman, became like an aunt to the family.16 (Even today, the Cope family continues to put flowers on her grave each Memorial Day.) Cope’s service to the LDS Church also resulted in relationships that extended beyond the contours of her own home. While Cope was serving as president of the Relief Society in her local congregation, her infant daughter, Janet, passed away. The kinship Cope felt with the women in that organization—women who became her spiritual sisters—helped her through the mourning process.17 This aspect of her story, recorded within her own personal diaries but also captured in correspondence, speaks to how women expressed themselves during trying times and hints at the ways in which a sense of sisterhood helped women endure and overcome those experiences.18

			Cope’s sense of spiritual community is further captured within and beyond the context of the Relief Society. When her husband served as bishop of the Spanish Fork Seventh Ward, he and Florence invited inactive couples (those less engaged in congregational worship) to participate in a scripture study group held in the Copes’ home. In the context of this domestic setting, women as well as men engaged in significant and deeply personal theological discussions. Ultimately, those involved in the group reengaged with their Mormon faith, and the Copes built powerful bonds of spiritual kinship with them. Creating and nurturing a “ward family” was a very real part of the Copes’ lived religious experience as they fostered the pragmatic effects of their doctrinal beliefs within the context of their own home. Such acts extended throughout their lives. Even in their eighties, the Copes opened their home to a struggling seventeen-year-old from Nigeria, Nnabuife, who lived in their basement for over a year and affectionately referred to them as “Grandma” and “Grandpa.” As these examples demonstrate, Cope’s story reveals the expansive and complex nature of Mormon families, specifically the importance of fictive ties that bring wards, church auxiliaries, neighbors, and even strangers together—an expansiveness that Mormons themselves sometimes overlook.

			Cope’s youngest son, Todd, was born a couple of weeks after her first grandchild, Davie, making her both mother and grandmother to infants simultaneously. Her personal writings show that she raised children with her eldest daughter, AnnEtta, and her grandchildren played with their aunts and uncles (just as Florence had grown up doing). As a grandma, she played multiple roles in the lives of her grandchildren, ever committed to creating a domestic space that reflected her religious beliefs.

			In the final years of her life, Cope’s husband and eldest daughter passed away. Her belief in the endless nature of familial and social ties was enriched as a result of these experiences. As she neared her own death, she looked forward to being reunited with her parents, her husband, and her eldest and youngest daughters, AnnEtta and Janet. She spoke most frequently of her reunion with Janet and anticipated the opportunity to finally raise her baby girl, a Mormon teaching that made Cope’s motherhood as tangible after death as it was before.19 At the time of her passing, Cope had 78 grandchildren, 247 great-grandchildren, and 9 great-great-grandchildren, but that vast number of people comprised only a portion of those she considered family.

			As the daughter of a man born in 1855, Cope’s life and the vast collection of documents she preserved, which span 161 years, offer a lens into Mormonism’s complex past. Like all of women’s history, Mormon women’s history needs to be more than an acknowledgment that women existed; it needs to speak to broader issues, ideas, and events—and Cope’s personal papers provide multiple means through which historians can do that. Florence Annetta Fairbanks Cope’s story, when its details and sources are properly contextualized, reaches beyond biography, offering a glimpse into Mormonism’s sense of kinship, community, and covenant, as well as countless other themes. And she is just one example of the kind of work that can be done when historians look at similar kinds of papers preserved by a vast array of other women.

			* * *

			This volume is composed of ten chapters that use Mormon women’s experiences to grapple with and challenge various historiographical and/or methodological issues and to demonstrate how their experiences can make significant contributions to larger historical narratives and expand the scope of historiographical discussions. Specifically, these articles highlight a multiplicity of ways in which women’s stories extend beyond simple biographical sketches and encapsulate the depth and breadth of Mormon history. These chapters place their subjects’ lives into a myriad of contexts and ably demonstrate how the creative use of a variety of primary sources—including journals and diaries, letters, family histories, periodicals, art, poetry, material culture, genealogical records, and theological treatises—can shed light on history. By examining topics as varied as American Indian women, family and community ties, poetry, art, material culture, missionary wives, and theology, this collective work illustrates the many ways in which overlooked lives, and the sources that capture elements of those lives, can say new and interesting things about women, Mormonism, and religion in general. Consequently, the chapters in this book help us draw closer to understanding Ann Braude’s insightful declaration that “women’s history is American religious history.”20

			A detailed historiographical discussion, which responds, in part, to Braude’s declaration, unfolds in the first chapter. The volume opens with Keith A. Erekson’s review of the literature on Mormon women coupled with recommendations for advancing future inquiry to move beyond biography. The literary treatment of Mormon women began in the nineteenth century, with outsized external attention on the practice of polygamy and internally written defenses of the practice and practitioners. In the twentieth century, historians took on the important task of recovering the lives and voices of Mormon women, resulting most often in nuanced biographical treatments. Yet, as Erekson demonstrates, the field still struggles to understand women’s agency, individuality, and integration within wider historical narratives. Moving beyond biography, he contends, requires an innovative use of sources created by and about Mormon women, careful attention to the functions they carried out (not just the formal positions they held within the church), conscientious discovery of their participation in institutions, thoughtful revisiting of the significance of their conversion experiences and narratives, and thorough historicization of their families and family experience within wider cultural analysis.

			The challenges—and rewards—of meticulous historical source work are illustrated by Jenny Hale Pulsipher’s masterful recovery and recontextualization of Sally Exervier Ward, a Shoshone Indian woman and convert to the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. In this case, the dearth of historical source material on women generally is exacerbated by the tendency to elevate the perspective of the “winners” in the struggle for literal and cultural dominance. Nevertheless, by listening closely to family legends and oral histories, Pulsipher deromanticizes and reconstructs the experience of obscure, illiterate, female, and non-white individuals. Mormons’ unique beliefs about American Indians’ Book of Mormon ancestry and the LDS practice of polygamy—a marriage system also practiced among Native peoples—makes an American Indian perspective valuable, even crucial, to understanding nineteenth-century LDS history. Along the way, Pulsipher demonstrates that, despite a theology that suggested a noble spiritual heritage for the American Indians, Mormons found it difficult to transcend the cultural prejudice against Indians and those of mixed blood prevalent in nineteenth-century America. The victory of prevailing cultural prejudice over professions of spiritual kinship tragically undermined relationships and triggered violence.

			Andrea G. Radke-Moss carefully unravels the memories and meanings ascribed by Mormon women and men to their experiences of vigilante violence, sexual assault, and religious exile by considering the litany of injustices they faced during the Mormon-Missouri War of 1838. By training her eye on the reports and memories of rape, Radke-Moss exposes the gendered formation of Mormon collective memory and identity. In public and political speeches and writings, Mormon men crafted a narrative of religious persecution, idolized Mormon prophet Joseph Smith as a “defender of female virtue,” and justified the use of violence in a massacre perpetrated by Mormons twenty years later. On the other hand, in private conversations and veiled references, Mormon women articulated a sense of shared sisterhood through suffering and survival. Radke-Moss traces both strains of memories through reminiscences, official Church publications, and twenty-first-century popular culture, commenting on the implications for understanding memory and identity through the lingering effects of war, violence, and trauma.

			Drawing upon fragments of information scattered throughout church and government documents, as well as passing references found in diaries and correspondence located at various repositories throughout the United States and the United Kingdom, Amy Harris weaves together the stories of the Browett women—a mother, daughter, and two daughters-in-law who converted to Mormonism—in order to demonstrate how genealogical research makes it possible to uncover the stories of otherwise forgotten women. By contextualizing their biographical details, she also shows how individual stories are influenced by and shed light on culture, belief, and religious practice. Specifically, Harris contends that the flexibility of family and marriage structures inherent in the Browett women’s English experience prepared them for Mormonism’s comprehensive approach to family relationships. Notwithstanding widowhood, singleness, divorce, and childlessness, the Browett women participated fully in Mormon rituals that offered an inclusive and expansive network of family relationships to everyone. Together, Harris argues, the Browett women’s stories illuminate how women combined their preexisting cultural beliefs and practices with Mormonism’s startling combination of family, priesthood, and salvation—a combination that encompassed men and women in sacralized and potentially divine kinship networks.

			Amy Easton-Flake turns our attention to the significance of poetry as historical source, using Mormon women’s poems published in the pages of the Woman’s Exponent between 1872 and 1914 to make her case. Easton-Flake notes that historians have been reluctant to use poetry as a historical source, due to modernist views of poems as ambiguous, apolitical, aesthetic objects as well as to the legacy of the “new critical” approach to poetry that casts literary critics as the only experts able to unlock the meaning of poetry. Easton-Flake draws on recent literary scholarship that has demonstrated the expansive and central role of poetry in nineteenth-century America to argue that this literary medium provides a unique window into Mormon women’s interiority and how they constructed and promoted collective identity. Poetry reveals experiences left obscure in other contemporary sources, particularly as relating to topics that were personal, sacred, or socially transgressive. In this latter sense, poetry provided an approved entry into public discourse for women occupying a position on the boundary between private and public life. As Easton-Flake argues, in the process of embracing women’s poems, we allow these women to define their own lives and society and to receive recognition for affecting ideas and social change through their writings.

			In her chapter on Mormon women artists, Heather Belnap Jensen demonstrates how a select group of women, including Mary Teasdel, Rose Hartwell, and Alice Merrill Horne, formed an unofficial artistic sisterhood at home and abroad to become incarnations of what contemporary William C. Brownell termed “aesthetic evangelists.” As Jensen explains, women in Mormon Utah’s nascent art community infused their work with a sense of higher purpose, declaring it their spiritual calling to preside over the holy realms of art and culture, to consecrate their artistic capacities to the edification of the Saints, and to proselytize the Gospel of Beauty. Moving their stories beyond biography, Jensen considers these women’s unofficial mission in the context of broader cultural developments, including the sacralization of art, the growth of women’s social collectives, and the increasing professionalization of women in the art world. As Jensen argues, the study of this sisterhood further illuminates our understanding of the nexus of women, art, and religion at this historical juncture, as it demonstrates how women on the American frontier were critical to the cultivation of visual arts and how a religious institution such as the LDS Church could facilitate both the advancement of the arts as well as women’s greater participation in the public sphere.

			Examining a set of seemingly unremarkable articles in a women’s magazine, Josh E. Probert reveals a profound reorientation of Mormon women’s lives in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Probert contends that Leah Dunford Widtsoe and Alice Merrill Horne each drew on established discourses espoused by East Coast tastemakers to describe “artistic” and “rational” home design as a moral imperative, ascribing to household furnishings the power to mold the character of a home’s inhabitants. However, the standards described by Widtsoe and Horne were materially unrealistic for many of their readers and ran contrary to the ethic of pioneer frugality and egalitarianism upon which the community had been built. Therefore, Probert suggests, Widtsoe and Horne sought to spiritualize the ideal even further by invoking unique Latter-day Saint theology, arguing that Mormon women needed to educate themselves in aesthetics in order to participate in building the Millennial New Jerusalem. This argument served to legitimize the aesthetic pleasure and social status that consumer society promised, but it also made Mormons’ unique identity contingent upon the cultural codes of that society and signaled a new relationship of Mormon women to the world at large.

			Julie K. Allen skillfully unravels the complex set of social relationships experienced by Mormon women who remained home while their husbands served missions. She takes as her documentary basis a cache of nearly two hundred letters—which she translated from the original Danish—between Mormon converts, a husband and wife, who immigrated to Utah. When Hans Jørgensen was called on a mission to return to their native Denmark, his wife, Mine, managed affairs at home for nearly three years. Allen teases out of the letters the emotional hardship of separation and loneliness and the necessity of Mine’s assuming male gender roles of farming and contract negotiation. Having settled in a community composed predominantly of Danish converts, Mine had to navigate a world in which Danish, American, and Mormon values and norms competed and coalesced in shifting configurations of lived religion, gender dynamics, domesticity, acculturation, social class, and the tug and pull of center and periphery. As a “straw widow”—a woman operating singly within the community—she was both pulled into new roles and reminded of the limitations of her gender, language, geographic displacement, and convert status.

			In his chapter on gendering the Mormon theological narrative, Benjamin E. Park takes up the question of why, historiographically and methodologically, the Mormon theological sphere has been a patriarchal space. He asks: Why have historians of LDS thought primarily focused on male voices, and why has the religious thought of women been relegated to a different sphere? What models could be employed not only to include women but to allow women’s voices to shape the frameworks in which we understand their contributions? Looking at the theme of redemption in 1840s Nauvoo, Park provides an example of what this kind of history might look like. By using both familiar sources as well as sources that are often overlooked, he pieces together the intellectual climate of a community that challenged the boundaries of American society. In the process, Park demonstrates how historians of theological, intellectual, and religious history can integrate a wider array of voices and frameworks into broader synthetic narratives.

			The book concludes with R. Marie Griffith’s observation that the field of Mormon women’s studies is ripe for a crossover book—a work of scholarship that transcends its immediate intellectual context to reshape wider historical narratives. She analyzes the work of Robert Orsi in depth and cites numerous examples from a variety of historical subfields to mount a compelling call for work on Mormon women that will reshape patterns of thinking and analysis and generate field-changing interpretations of gender and religion in US history. “We need a book that compels students to fall in love with Mormon women’s lives,” she states, “and really grasp these lives in larger historical context.” What might such a crossover book look like? Griffith notes the rich themes of Mormon missionization and globalization, patriarchy and agency, friendship and solidarity. She reminds us of the need to think about both what is unique to Mormon women’s experience and what is shared. A successful crossover work, she contends, touches on emotion that is not always comfortable to discuss, such as pain, frustration, or chafing within a tradition that prompts both devotion and loneliness. In short, Griffith implores, we need more studies of Mormon women that both penetrate the “deep truths embedded in” their social setting and resonate “with the deep truths embedded in others’.”

			As each of the chapter summaries indicate, the chapters in this book examine sources and contexts for Mormon women’s history. The commitment to meeting the challenge to look at Mormon women’s history from a variety of lenses may be seen in the contributors’ choice of topics, their creative use of archival and cultural sources, and the insightful and innovative ways in which they contextualize their subjects. The endnotes to each chapter further reveal their engagement with and reliance on a vibrant and growing body of scholarship on Mormon studies, women’s studies, and religious studies
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