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course of their arraignment of the Mormons. One would 1n-
finitely rather forego the Conventional “happy” ending to so
unusual a work than see its force tempered by such a com-
monplace expedient.

The New York Journal of the same date observed: “It
somehow reminds one of the old story of the wretched pris-
oner who pined in solitary misery in a solitary cell for twenty
years until one day when he had a happy inspiration, opened
the door, and walked out. The whole play is more or less in
the nature of a childish bugaboo.”

Such criticism apparently motivated one of the authors,
Harvey O'Higgins, to defend his play before The Drama So-
ciety of New York. There he gave a romanticized description
of his encountering a man having a "“most remarkably dead
face.” The man was “short, portly, erect, and dignified with a
head of white hair like Mark Twain’s.” “His face,” said O'Hig-
gins, “was absolutely colorless, absolutely composed, and he
spoke as from a great distance of thought.” This man was
Frank J. Cannon, the son of President George Q. Cannon.
President Cannon had played an important role in reconciling
the Church with the federal government, and Frank Cannon
had been the first United States Senator from Utah. But, ac-
cording to O'Higgins, Senator Cannon had become disaffected
because of the Church’s alleged political practices and clandes-
tine polygamy and had eventually left the Church and had
taken a position as an editorial writer on The Rocky Mountain
News in Denver. O'Higgins had printed Cannon’s story in
Everybody's Magazine with the title “Under The Prophet In
Utah™; and it was interest in this piece which had prompted
him to write Polygamy, although the play had not been an at-
tempt to dramatize Cannon’s alleged experience.

We commonly think of the artist as a creator. It is more
accurate, however, to see him as a reflector—one who mirrors
the perceptions and values of his society. This play merely
images the dark view and the pathetic misunderstanding about
Mormonism which prevailed in the East a half-century ago. It
1s useful to contrast Polygamy with the view of Mormonism
now reflected by the commercial theatre and with the degree of
participation in it by contemporary artists.

No pro-Mormon drama has yet achieved commercial suc-
cess, although a number of young LDS writers, such as Doug
Stewart, Louise Hansen, Don Oscarson, Gerald and Carol Lynn
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Pearson, and Scott Card, show promise of reaching that goal.
But remarkably successful attempts to give a more balanced
view of the Church and its history have been produced. The
movie Brigham Young was criticized as essentially inaccurate,
but I find its general tone laudable, and I believe that it has
favorably modified public opinion. The typical American’s con-
ception of Mormonism derives from several paragraphs in a
high school history text, from the beliefs and experiences of his
relatives, and from the news media. To him, the Brigham
Young movie presents a more factual description of our people.

Obviously a dramatization of Church history and principles
acceptable to Latter-day Saints will probably be done only by a
believer. But it is easy to underestimate the magnitude of his
problem. How can the playwright picture—that is to say “make
concrete,” which is theatre’s purpose—the warmth and opti-
mism that characterize our culture? Qur problems are inherently
dramatic; yet, how does he make our serenity sufficiently dra-
matic to command the interest of non-Mormons? I believe that
the task will be done—it has been done by others as in the
movie The Bells of Saint Mary. But wickedness always at-
tracts a larger audience than does goodness, and so we need not
wonder that world literature is not replete with positive state-
ments of our people and our values.

However, in 1966 Christie Lund Coles and Larry Bastian
wrote a musical play entitled T/he Red Plush Parlor. 1t depicted
a man having several wives who rivaled his son for the affec-
tion of a woman whom both wanted to marry. Unlike Polyg-
amy, 1t emphasized the high-mindedness, the dignity, and the
Christian love which these Mormons held for each other; and
it painted a portrait more compatible with Christ’s principles
than any other play ever written about plural marriage. It is
true that The Red Plush Parlor has little commercial value in
its present form, but its premier production was unusually pop-
ular, and 1t encourages the hope that writers will yet success-
fully express our values in dramatic forms.

Equally significant is the welcome which commercial theatre
now extends to capable Latter-day Saint performers, techni-
cians, and administrators. Because of their attractiveness and
the public exposure given them, these subtle ambassadors for
the Church generate good will more than sufficient to over-
come propaganda like Polygamy. I believe that their success is
a fruition of the Church’s traditional cultivation, beginning in
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the children’s Primary Association, of the performing arts.
Hazel Dawn, Sandi and Salli, Melva Niles, Patty Peterson, the
King Family, the Nathan Hales, Robert Peterson, Gordon
Jump, Vera Miles, Tina Cole, and Laraine Day, are some of
the Mormons who enjoy professional approbation in Holly-
wood and New York. This spring Keene Curtis, a Mormon
from Bountiful, Utah, won the Tony Award for his perfor-
mance in The Rothschilds on Broadway. Their acceptance is
another indication of how far the theatre’s attitude has changed
since Polygamy.

An additional measure can be seen in The Ledges Play-
house, a professional summer theatre in Lansing, Michigan,
under the co-ownership and direction of Harold I. Hansen and
myself. We produced there a series of more than thirty com-
mercial plays for reasonably sophisticated non-Mormon audi-
ences. We did not advertise as a Mormon company but the
press so characterized us, for we featured a company of LDS
performers and hewed to LDS production standards. The com-
munity welcomed us into its homes and society, and our audi-
ences encouraged us to exercise taste in selecting plays, lan-
guage, costumes, and action. The venture was profitable. There
are now multiple LDS companies of performers in Utah, Idaho,
Wyoming, and California.

The contrast between Polygamy, Or A Celestial Marriage
and The Red Plush Parlor or The Ledges Playhouse is salutary
and absolute. It shows how far we have come. It is a favorable
omen for the spreading of the Gospel and its acceptance by our
world.

BYU HISTORY WEEK

In conjunction with History Week at Brigham Young University the
Department of History will present —

March 28, 1972 — 12:00 noon

“Religion in America: The Past Thirty Years”’

Dr. Sidney E. Mead, University of Iowa, foremost authority on Ameri-
can Protestantism.

March 29, 1972 — 12:00 noon

“Contemporary Catholicism and Its Prospects”

Dr. Philip Gleason, Notre Dame University, nationally known authority
on Catholicism.

March 30, 1972 — 12:00 noon +

“Present-day Mormonism, Problems, Programs, and Prospects”

Dr. Leonard J. Arrington, newly appointed Church Historian.

Also —

March 28, 1972 — 2:00 p.m.

Panel discussion: “Prospects for the Future of Religion in America’
Drs. Mead, Gleason, and Arrington,

Varsity Theater, Rm. 221, Ernest L. Wilkinson Center.
Public Invited.




