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Kurt Bestor: "One would have to be dead not to be inspired by Zion, Bryce 

Canyon, Uintas, etc. I built my home with a view of the Provo River and Timpanogos so 

that I could be inspired daily." 

Peter Breinholt: "I guess it's affected me positively because, over the years, as IVe 

lived here IVe unconsciously gathered up a number of images mentally, or things IVe seen 

here. Its what I see day to day - there is so much to see. Mostly the mountains and 

canyons have taken up place in my thoughts. So when it comes time to write, I search for 

any image that stirs emotion. And, of course, Utah does that for me - and I assume it will 

for the listener. I think the landscape, by being so open, cultivates imagination. Not in the 

same way the East does or anywhere else does - itfs different. Every place does it 

differently for me." 

Anonymous: "The aspect of environment forms the person (at least in part); the 

person then forms the art." 

Anonymous: "It provides a beautiful inspirational setting to live in which allows 

one to be psychologically un-encumbered. Being in a pretty place helps the creative 

process." 

Greg Simpson: "I just enjoy Godfs creations here in Utah and it opens up my mind 

to creativity." 

Michael McLean: "My studio is in Heber Valley in 20 acres of farmland, tucked in 

the shadows of the mountains. Logs and rock and glass - it's a sun porch glassed in and 

up on the second story. In short, I create my work IN NATURE." 

Please describe how the cultural atmosphere has contributed [to your music]. 

Kurt Bestor: "If one means cultural in an ethnic sense as in 'diverse cultures' or 

pioneer heritage, that has influenced me. However, if we apply an arts meaning to the 

term-Utah arts have stimulated me tremendously (UT. Symphony, Opera, Ballet West, 

etc.)." 
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Peter Breinholt: fTm not sure what you mean - whether you mean the fine arts 

tradition, or the religious culture, or the people of Utah. I don't think the fine arts 

tradition has had too much of an affect at all on me. As for as the people and culture, I 

don't think I've been terribly influenced. However, I'm LDS and the religion has had a 

tremendous effect on my music. Not so much because of my association with the church, 

or the members, but because the church teaches so much about the spiritual, or the 

intuitive, or the emotional. I think I'm quite emotional or intuitive in my writing. So, of 

course my experience with the church has affected how I write. Primarily my experiences 

as a [Mormon] missionary, although it was in Chile, taught me a tremendous amount 

about emotions and feelings in music. I think perhaps I've learned from the church how to 

incorporate feelings or emotions." 

Jon Schmidt: "The religious atmosphere in Utah has benefited my religious 

sensibilities, which in turn has helped me to be able to feel to a deeper degree, and enjoy to 

a deeper degree, the creations of God. My ability to write is deeply dependent on higher 

inspiration, and my ability to tap in has been helped by the values of our cultural 

atmosphere in which I have been raised...I cannot deny the influence of higher power in 

this gift, no matter what people's response may be. I feel the credit must go where it is 

due and that is a higher priority." 

Sam Cardon: "I have to make a living doing what I do. So far it has been a very 

good living — no complaints. But I do feel that our core, dominant culture audience is 

narrow in the appreciation for a wide range of art. Thus, the cultural geography of Utah 

has affected my music both positively and negatively." 

Steve Perry: "Because 75% of my writing comes from Latter-day Saint beliefs and 

is written for that specific audience, I could write for that audience and live elsewhere; 

but its the concentrated numbers and this being the center of that culture that makes Utah 

the place to be for what I do." 
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Anonymous: "Talent is fairly high in many instances. Culturally, Utah is strong 

enough to support several full-time composers." 

Anonymous: "The nature of the local culture is fundamentally spiritual. This 

frame of mine molds the music to be more uplifting, perhaps reverent or as some may say, 

thought provoking." 

Greg Simpson: "It's home!-It's who I am! Its people are my people-I am the 

product of its cultural environment. I hope its influence on me reflects something 

positive." 

Michael McLean: "Every culture IVe lived in has positively contributed to my 

music — Utah is amazingly cultural and exciting — it's an honor to call it home." 

CONCLUSION 

The artists of this thesis have revealed through the questionnaire that the physical 

geography of the place of Utah has clearly influenced their musical creations. Many spoke 

about actually being in nature when they write their music. Some have built their homes 

with large windows, situated neatly in the mountains or by a stream, and attempt to be 

inspired by looking out the windows at Godfs creations. Others travel to nearby 

destinations, such as the National Parks or resorts, to be inspired. Each of them in their 

own way has a special relationship to their surroundings; they have a passion for the 

physical geography of the state of Utah and have succeeded in conveying that passion 

through the avenue of music. 

The majority of musicians responded that the physical geography of Utah has 

indeed been a positive influence on them, instead of a negative influence. They have taken 

from the geography of Utah ideas which they transform into music and sell to the public. 

This is the way they make a living and support their families. A few of the artists 

responded that the cultural geography of Utah has not been an influence on their music, or 

that it has influenced them negatively. Utah has a relatively small population base, which 
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is predominantly Mormon in religious beliefs. Some artists believe that this lack of 

diversity in the cultural atmosphere of Utah stifles their originality because they have to 

produce something that the public will purchase. In addition, some believe that the 

population of Utah is too small to support very many full time professional musicians. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, I would like to answer the questions I posed at the beginning of this 

thesis. Is music characterized by geography? How have musicians been influenced by the 

physical and cultural atmosphere of Utah while writing their music? The purpose of this 

thesis was to show that the physical and cultural geography of Utah influences what kind 

of music is written. From the sacred strains of the hymns to the contemporary music 

highlighted, and through the artists' own words, a conclusion is made that the geography 

of Utah does influence, to a great degree, the music that is written. Music is indeed 

characterized by geography. 

The lyrics of composers of the past were formed by the geography of Zion. In the 

23 songs displayed in Chapter Three, the words Zion, Deseret or Utah appear 51 different 

times. This idea of place was the focus of the music written. It is apparent to see that the 

message the lyricist or poet wanted to convey was about the land of Zion, which became 

Deseret, and finally Utah. In the beginning, the place of Zion was uncertain with each 

relocation of the Saints, but became concrete when Brigham Young announced a move to 

the Great Basin area of the west. From then on the Saints' Zion became localized to the 

area of Utah, and their music described the physical geography of mountains, valleys, 

streams, canyons, and meadows that are all located in the land of Utah. 

Later when the land was re-named Deseret, the Saints accordingly wrote hymns of 

praise to their state of Deseret. It was their land of the free and home of the brave located 

in the heart of the mountains, as some songs relate to the listener. The physical geography 

remained the same though, even if the name changed, which it did a third time, to Utah. 

The government of the United States did not accept the proposed state of Deseret, 

whose borders extended far beyond the current borders of Utah. In addition, they opted 

to name the state humbly after the Native Americans of the area, instead of using the 

Mormon word Deseret. Thus, Utah was born and the Saints received statehood in 1896. 
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Hymns continued to be written about the physical geography of the area of Utah, as they 

wrote about the varied scenery that surrounded them. 

For example, the word mountain or mountains appears 46 different times in the 23 

hymns in this thesis. As the most dominating feature of the Utah area, the mountains are 

first and foremost in the lyrics of the hymns. It seems only fitting that they write about the 

mountains, after all, it is on the tops of the mountains that their "Kingdom" should be 

born. The mountains provided the security and safe guarding that the Saints were in such 

dire need of. After the persecutions in New York, Ohio, Missouri and finally Illinois, they 

needed a place they could build their city with protection, and without fear of having it 

burned to the ground again. 

The idea of a valley was also prevalent in the hymns, as the word valley appeared 

11 times in the 23 hymns. It was in the valley of the Rocky Mountains that the Saints 

dreamed of starting their own city of freedom. By this time, they were very good at 

dividing up the land for crops, and dividing up the city into grid patterns. They had 

practiced this system, the "Law of Consecration" system, many times before only to have 

it completely demolished by mobs. So by the time they reached the Salt Lake Valley, they 

got right to work, under the direction of Brigham Young, to make this and other valleys 

work for them. They prospered on the land in the valley, as the sod was fruitful and 

plentiful because of the available irrigation from the mountain rivers. 

The rivers of Utah were mentioned 13 times in the form of rivers, streams or 

fountains throughout the 23 hymns. The Saints wrote about the crystal clear water to be 

found in their new home in the west, freely flowing from the grand mountains. They 

harnessed this water and made irrigation systems for their crops located just outside the 

city. These rivers provided life for them, and were replenished each winter with the snow, 

and each summer with many thunderstorms. Water is an important element of physical 

geography, and the Saints sang their praises of the water of their Zion, Deseret and Utah, 

through hymns. 



86 

Often in their lyrics, the authors didn't include specific names of places, using 

words such as earth in the west, land in the west, or place in the west. References to such 

geographical ideas totaled 28 in the 23 hymns of this thesis. Having not been to the west 

before, many Saints had to rely on hearsay, or word of mouth to describe the land of the 

west in their hymns. However, it is clear from the abundance of references that the 

physical geography was important to them - it was the land that they wanted. The idea 

of'place1 is an essential function in the study of geography, and the authors of these hymns 

used this idea of place in their music. 

Along with the land and earth of the west, the Saints wrote and sang of the skies 

in the west. Eight different references were made about the western sky. They longed for 

the sunny clime and the clear blue sky in their land of the setting sun. They sang hymns 

under the lovely moonlight and woke up to sunshine everywhere. 

It is clear from the abundance of examples that the authors, lyricists and poets of 

the past were greatly affected by the geography of Utah. They used the elements of 

physical geography to paint a picture of place in their music. At present, the exact place 

of Zion is more obscure than in the 1840's. Composers living in Utah, and writing music 

about Utah have gotten away from the Utopian attempt to locate Zion in Utah, and have 

turned toward a specific Mormon ethos of individual perfectionism: Zion in the soul. 

However, at the time of the great exodus to Utah, the hymns were truly characterized by 

the physical geography of the place of Utah - their Zion of the time. 

Music of the present continues to be characterized by the geography of Utah. 

Following the models in the Conceptual Framework section of this thesis, the music of 

Chapter Four is divided into two groups: music written about an event connected to a 

place, or music written about a specific place. Of the 36 total songs displayed in Chapter 

Four, 17 of them were written about an event connected to a specific place (cultural 

geography), and 19 were written about a specific place (physical geography). 
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For example, Lex de Azevedo's piece November 1st was written while he was in 

the mountains, but the song is about a feeling that he felt while there. As he sat there he 

felt the melancholy feeling of the autumn season come over him. So while the inspiration 

for the song came from a specific place, the piece is actually about an event. Such is the 

case with Black Diamond and Hart to Heart both by de Azevedo. In addition, the 

majority of music written by Jon Schmidt and Peter Breinholt is also centered on an event, 

and cultural in nature. Examples such as, Big Sky Sunset, Riding West and What About all 

contain stories or events. Natural Response details how Greg Hansen felt while climbing 

in the High Uinta Wilderness Area, and Roundup illustrates the practice of collecting the 

animals on Antelope Island for doctor checkups. These songs, and many others, are 

categorized in the event category and are associated with cultural geography. The 

majority of the songs, however, were in the specific place category. 

As many composers have said, it is easy to be inspired by nature while writing 

music. A large portion of that music is actually about the nature that so inspires the 

composer. From Salt Lake City! to Hidden Canyon, and from Goblin Valley to Islands in 

the Sky, it is clear to see that physical geography has been the primary focus of individual 

songs and complete albums. Whether the geography of Utah consumes entire works, such 

as Mountains, Moab, Timpanogos, and Utah! or filters in when the artists add a special 

song about place, for example Sundance, Rock Art and Salt Lake City!, geography is 

present. Local Utah artists have drawn from the nature that surrounds them to bring to 

life beautiful nature music. 

Music is a tool with which to convey feelings and emotions by using the myriad of 

instruments available. Many emotions are created when the beauty of nature touches the 

onlooker. These artists have brought the phenomena of the physical and cultural 

geography of Utah to life to communicate in a timeless, impressionistic way — through 

music. 
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In Chapter Three, the motives for creating music were different than the motives 

of the present day composers. The Saints weren't trying to sell anything or please an 

audience. They were writing hymns of praise to the Lord to keep their spirits high and 

their testimonies strong. The idea of moving to Utah came much after the foundation of 

the Church was laid. The first hymn book of the Mormon church was created in 1835 by 

Emma Smith. There is no reference in that hymn book, or subsequent hymn books to 

1841, about a move to Zion. The revelation of a future move to the Rocky Mountains 

came in 1841, after the Saints had been wandering from place to place in search of safety. 

As the Saints continued to write year after year, their hymns reflect the growth of the 

Church over 50 years as they were trying to prove legitimacy to gain statehood in Utah. 

In Chapter Four, composers living and working in Utah have explained exactly 

how they use the idea of place in music. For them, each place is different and tells a 

different story, thus has a different melody. It is their job to relate that story to the 

listener. Each of them stated that music is associated with feelings, in one way or another. 

Emotions are tied up in music. In addition to the feelings conjured up by places, many 

composers have attempted and succeeded in portraying actual elements of nature. Using 

different sounds, they imitate wind, animals, the sound of rock, and Native American 

flutes and chimes. They actually use nature in their music. Through their answers on the 

questionnaire, they explain how the physical and cultural scenery of Utah has contributed 

to their music. 

The two chapters contain similar music because geographic elements are prevalent 

in each hymn or piece, but are different in the reasons for their creation. The hymns were 

written by a group of believers in God, while the contemporary music was written by a 

group of artists led by a place. When the Saints reached Utah in the 1840s, the land was 

not as aesthetically charming as is the present state of Utah. The area of Utah was a 

destination for the former, and a vacation spot for the latter. 
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Nature truly is a powerful force, in every sense of the word. It is powerful in that 

it can move mountains, shape rock, and form canyons — but it can also affect and inspire 

human beings to create works of art on its behalf. It invokes feelings of terror, fright and 

disaster with natural phenomena such as volcanoes, hurricanes and floods while calming a 

person with a gentle breeze. Nature is a movie in the making, and the composers and 

writers highlighted in this thesis have provided the soundtrack. They have used, time and 

time again, the physical and cultural geography of Utah to create spectacular and 

inspirational music. 

FUTURE RESEARCH 

Many artists live in Utah because of the site and situation of the state, and its 

unmolested natural surroundings. Yet, many others live in Utah because of the influence 

of the Mormon Church. It would be interesting to discover how many of the artists living 

and working in Utah are Mormon; and if they live and work in Utah because of the 

geography of Utah, or because of the Mormon church. In addition, it would be interesting 

to see how much of their work is religious as opposed to 'geographical in nature. Either 

way, Utah is a prime location for the fine tuned career of creating music. 

Comparisons could be made between music that is composed in other states 

located in the west, with Utah's music because of the similarities in physical geography. 

For example, John Denver wrote a song about the Rocky Mountains of Colorado entitled 

Rocky Mountain High. How similar is this to music written in Utah, by Utah artists, about 

Utah? 
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Music is a by-product of place and time. Musicians have opportunities to use the 
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answers the questions: Is music characterized by geography? How have the local 
musicians been influenced by the physical geography of Utah? Included are hymns from 
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Conclusions are made from this information that music is indeed characterized by 
geography, to a great degree. 
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