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John W. Welch and Doris R. Dant. The Book of 
Mormon Paintings of Minerva Teichert. Salt Lake 
City: BYU Studies and Bookcraft, 1997. 168 pp., 
with appendix. $39.95. 

Reviewed by Edgar C. Snow J r. 

"Minerva Mania" has struck Mormonism, and not a minute 
too soon. In the last ten years, and especially in the last twelve 
months, we have richly sampled the life and work of Mormon art
ist Minerva Teichert from exhibit ions at the Museum of Church 
History and the BYU Museum of Art, a BYU video. a one-woman 
theatrical performance, a biography, a co llect ion of her leiters, and 
The Book of Mormon Painting.~ of Minerva Teichert. the subject of 
this book review. 

It is fitting that I should write this review since a couple of 
months ago I wondered on AML-List (a Listserv) why someone 
had not already published a version of the Book of Mormon il
lustrated by Teichert's paintings. On hearing from Marny Parkin 
on AML-List that the print had yet to dry on a forthcoming BYU 
StudieslBookcraft volume reproducing those paintings, I sug
gested it was not possible that the volume could do her paintings 
justice. I must now correct myself and say that a standard-sized 
Book of Mormon illustrated by Teichert's works would not do the 
mural-sized paintings justice, and the BYU Studies/Bookcraft vo l
ume superbly demonstrates that her paintings. unlike Arnold 
Friberg's. rise above the level of illustration and arc endur ing 
works of art, deserving not only the virtually unanimous crit ical 
and popular acclaim she has recently received, but also this lus
cious vo lume from BYU Studies and Bookcraft. 

By now I suspect nearly everyone knows the story of 
Teichert's Book of Mormon paintings, how she studied art in Chi
cago and New York under noted masters, how during the 1940s 
and 1950s she pursued her dream to tell the Book of Mormon 

A version of this review :lppc::lred on AML-Lisl. 
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story in over forty murals painted on canvas tacked to the wall of 
her small living room. She even had to use inverted binoculars to 
view the murals from a di stance for a proper perspective. She 
pursued this dream without being commissioned. unlike murals 
she rendered on other themes. The only client she served was the 
Spirit, unless you count her arrangement with Brigham Young 
University to pay fo r tuition for her children and other students 
with these pain tings. As a result, BYU now owns most of these 
works, a few others being held by the church and in private 
collections. 

A couple of years ago, Carol Lynn Pearson asked "Could 
Femin ism Have Saved the Nephites?"1 After having read The 
Book of Mormon Pain tings of Minerva Teicher!, I would now re
spond to Pearson's question, "1 don't know, but I think Minerva 
Teichert could have." Teichert'S visual midrash on the Book of 
Mormon transforms a text often preoccupied with armed connict 
into the kinder, gentler story found between the lines of the Book 
of Mormon, and this from a woman's point of view in peaceful , 
yet vi brant colors, as if Edgar Degas had painted a ballet based o n 
the Book of Mormon story . 

Of course, Friberg 's depict ions of Book of Mormon events, 
wh ich have appeared in the Book of Mormon for a couple of 
generations, will inevitably be compared to Teichert'S work. After 
closely examining The Book of Mormon Paintings of Minerva 
Teichert and rcading thc gracefu l commentary by Welch. and Dant 
(and an essay by Marian Eastwood Wardle, one of Teichert 'S 
granddaughters), 1 suggest that Teichert and Friberg created dif
ferent versions of Book of Mormon gospels: Friberg, as if Mat
thew or Mark, focused on the mighty acts and miracles of the he
roic Nephites. Whereas Teichert, as if Luke or John , focused on 
women, ch ildren , and themes of the heart. Few would doubt that 
we have been influenced in our read ing of the Book of Mormon 
text in the last thirty years by the sheer ubiquity of the Friberg 
illustrations. If the onl y available Book of Mormon text for the 
next thirty years featured Teichert illustrations (in an over-sized, 
coffee-tab le edition, of course), or if Minerva Mania continued 

See Carol Lynn Pearson. "Cou ld Feminism Have Saved the Nephites?" 
Suns/one (March 1996): 32-40; reviewed by Kevin and Sllauna Christensen in 
this issue. pages 9-5\. 
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unabated, wou ldn't her paintings change the way we view the 
Book of Mormon text as well? Wouldn ' t we be drawn toward the 
subtleties of the lext, perhaps to its literary beauty, the slOries of its 
handfu l of women and chi ld ren, rather than to the fam iliar war 
stories, Captain Moroni, the two thousand stripling warriors, or a 
"soloflexed" Nephi? Since th is is supposed to be a rev iew of the 
book. allow me to focus on a few examples of Teichert 's different 
vis ion of the world of the Nephiles and Lamanites. 

"Love Story" (pp. 62-63) is a wonderful transformation of 
the terse accou nt of the marriage of Ishmael's daughters to Lchi's 
sons into a boisterous dance number right out of an ancient Near 
Eastern West Side Story, replete with tambouri nes and cymbals, 
bi ll owing costumes, and flirtatious smiles. As in many of 
Teichert's other paintings, the women steal the scene. 

"Defense of a Nephite City" (pp. 1 22~23) displays the 
Nephite repulsion of a Laman ile auempt to take a city. Te ichert's 
combat murals obscure the brutality of, say, Friberg ' s painting of 
the last Nephite bailie with corpses strewn all around Moroni. In 
this painti ng Teichert, a ranc her fami liar with horses, creates sym~ 
pathy not for the fa ll en Neph ites or Lamanites who are nearly in~ 

visible, but for the Lamanite horses injured in the confrontation, 
the horses being the emphas ized casualt ies of the campaign. 

"The City of Gid" (pp. 132-33) demonstrates that, notw i th~ 

standing Fawn Brodie's cool assessment,2 the Book of Mormon 
contains potent ial untapped humor. The story of Laman's teas ing 
the Lamanites with some st rong wine unti l they were fee ling no 
pain (Alma 55: 1 ~ 16) qualifies as comic relief in an otherwise no~ 
nonsense account of warfare (unless one abo counts Alma 
55:30~32 as additional humo r).) Teichert'S interpretation of this 
story shows some susp icious but thi rsty Lamanites awaiting an 
carnest Laman and his chuck ling cohorts, accompanied by the 
least earnest of all beasts of burden- donkeys- bearing jars of 
wine. one of the donkeys flick ing ils ear. 

"Gadian ion's Band" (pp. l36~37), a story abou t mu rder and 
plunder, becomes an exotic and colorful carousel of horses, rid~ 

2 Fawn Brodie, No Man Ktwws My History: Tire Life of Joseph Smith, 
tire Mormon Prophet. 2nd ed .. re .... and enlarged (New York: Knopf. 197).62. 

) See Robert J. Manhews. W/ro's Wlw ill the Book of MOrt/lOll (So il 
L;rkc City: Deserel Book. 1976), 72. 
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den by Gadianton and his men, ascend ing a mou ntai n. The 
shadow work seems to suggest poles on which the horses gl ide up 
and down arou nd the moun tain. Again, the horses are the foca l 
point of the picture. 

"Look to Your Children" (pp. 146-47) is the apex of the 
volume (as well as the Book of Mormon), dep icting angelic minis~ 
trations to children during the Savior's vis it at the temple. Te ichert 
chose red, her favo ri te color and one she associated with heaven, 
as the predominant co lor for this mu ral (p. 16). Wh ile contempo
rary readers li kely interpret 3 Nephi's discuss ion of angel ic mi n
istration wit h priesthood blessings (at least I always have), Teichert 
transforms this scene into a li teral feast, with angels serv ing chil 
dren the way Welch and Dant suggest Teichert perfo rmed her own 
"grandmothe rl y acts" (p. 146) of serving food and caring for 
grandch ildren. The eye is drawn to the central angelic figure who 
ministers to a young girl by wash ing her face. 

h should be noted that, notwi thstanding Teichert's study of 
biblical and Mesoamerican cultures, her paintings might appear 
less than historicall y accurate, based on the extensive and i nfluen~ 

tial research and proposed models of Nephi te cultu re promulgated 
in the last fifleen years by 10hn Sorenson (among other things, he 
discounts the use of horses by Laman ites and Nephites fo r trans
po rt at ion)4 and other FARMS researchers (who discount the sty le 
of armor and weaponry painted by Te ichert in favor of more ex~ 
ot ic Mesoamerican weaponry and armor).5 However, these per~ 
ceived minor naws in her work should not detract from apprec i a~ 

tion of her paint ings, since the murals are more important fo r the 
way they convey the emot ional and communal aspects of the 
Nephite story . 

Welch and Dant have done an excellent job of complement ing 
Teichert 's work with a balanced text contain ing an introduction to 
Teichert, her arti stic themes, influences on her work, and essential 
statements from Teichert's own pen regarding her work and tes~ 

limony. A running commentary on her paintings, with insightful 
interpretations that fee l nalUral, not strained, only rarely distracts 

4 Sec John L. Sorenson. An Ancien' American Selling for the Book 0/ 
Mormon (Salt Lake City: Desere! Book and FARMS, 1985),295-96. 

5 See Stephen D. Ricks and William 1. Hamblin. eds., Waif are in ' he 
Book a/Mormon (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and FARMS, 1990). 
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from the beauty of Teichert' s paintings. In a couple of places, 
Welch apparently cou ld not resist what must have been a constant 
temptation to add interesting Book of Mormon commentary. In 
discussing "Love Story," for instance, the text abruptly says, 
"The ram's horn on the right of the mural may indicate this is 
also a religiously significant occasion." And in the discussion of 
"Death of Amalikiah" (pp. 126-27), the text says, "Interestingly, 
Amalikiah was killed on the eve of the first day of the year, when 
symbolic reenthronements in some cultures take place." I do not 
disagree with these statements; I would just prefer to read them in 
a FARMS publicat ion rather than be sidetracked by them In a 
commentary on Teichert's art. 

I now conclude my review with the following directives: Buy 
the book; the royalties go toward the Minerva Teichert Scholar
ship Fund at Brigham Young University. Buy one for your ward 
library. Give them as gifts. Convince BYU Studies and Bookcraft 
to sell framed posters of the paintings. Use Teichert's pictures in 
Primary, Sunday School. priesthood. Relief Society, seminary, and 
family home evenings. Encourage others to use the paintings as 
book covers (this is already happening) . Learn how to paint like 
Teichert. establish a Mormon art movement based on the renewal 
of her artistic vision, and continue her work. 

May Teichert save us from our nearsighted visualization of the 
story of the Nephites. 
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