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It took many years for visual art to become a part of the Mormon tra-
dition. In 1890, John Hafen, Lorus Pratt, and John Fairbanks departed
Utah for Paris on a mission from the Church, during which their two
goals were to study painting and to serve as missionaries.”” This mission
marked the first time that the Church would sponsor training in the
visual arts and signaled a shift from textual storytelling in The Book of
Mormon as the only vehicle to an era in which visual art could also par-
ticipate in the production of religious memory. Hafen, originally from
Switzerland, explains the intention behind Mormon art, stating that his
“philosophy of art centered on a conviction that aesthetic expression is a
vehicle through which God’s message may be portrayed” He called this
conviction “truth in art” In this effort he credited God, acknowledging
Him as both the source and the inspiration in all good art." Visual art
became another way in which The Book of Mormon, as a text containing
visions given by God, could be conveyed to the public.

The artists saw themselves and their purpose in terms that were
similar to the ways in which the narrators of The Book of Mormon
understood their project: they saw themselves as “doing God’s work”
by contributing to the record of their faith. In their painting, they
resemble Nephi, as his divine purpose dictates that he chronicle his
experience as mnemon. The artists then become a way of remembering
Nephi’s and Smith’s work—they re-enact a memory and re-create the
memory-image through art. In an 1892 paper, C. C. A. Christensen, a
Danish American Mormon, writes that human artistic skill can “be both
useful and necessary in order to obtain temporal and eternal bliss, in
connection with our intellectual development in other areas”* In this
understanding, painting becomes a way of divine creation for Latter-day
Saint artists in the same way that writing was for their predecessors.
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As avisual artist, Christensen promoted artistic production as equal
in value to that of writing: “The art of writing is nowadays recognized
as an absolutely necessary element in our schools; but it has not always
been so. ... The time will also come when we realize the necessity of
instruction in drawing in our schools, just as we now realize the necessity
of the art of writing”*® Like The Book of Mormon, the view developed by
Christensen here suggests that humans write in order to record what
they cannot remember; it accepts writing as a nineteenth-century need,
differentiating the time from before the narrators recorded their experi-
ences. He also attempts to emphasize the importance of elevating drawing
and visual art to the same standard as writing, explaining his own com-
mitment to religious painting. Christensen painted The Hill Cumorah,
a nineteenth-century work depicting Joseph Smith receiving the plates
from Moroni in the woods. This painting explicitly interacts with the
remembrance of the story of The Book of Mormon while also participating
in the idea of visual art as divine creation, particularly given its subject
matter. Thus, this painting serves to illustrate the way in which visual art
came to supplement writing as a way of producing memory through texts
after the official publication of The Book of Mormon.*!

The obvious focal point of The Hill Cumorah is the two figures
found in the center of the work, Moroni and Joseph Smith. Moroni is
shown colorless, shining a bright white light and illuminating Smith
alongside him. Smith contrasts with Moroni’s whiteness by wearing
all black and dark gray, but the light from Moroni does begin to touch
Smith’s features, foreshadowing Smith’s eventual role as a holy founder
of the Mormon faith. His face and hands, illuminated by the light, are
placed in the exact center of the painting, demonstrating that although
he is not as noticeable as Moroni, he would come to play a central role
in the history of the Mormon people. Moroni looks down on Smith
passively, holding the golden plates almost within Smith’s reach. Here,
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