
By Levi S .  Peterson 

T hirty-eight years after Harper and Brothers first 
published Children of God, Vardis Fisher's novel of 

early Mormonism has been republished by his wife. Not 
long ago I had the pleasure of conversing with Mrs. 
Fisher. She is a forceful, articulate person who left on my 
mind a resonant impression both of herself and of her 
late husband. Vardis Fisher was indubitably the intelli- 
gent, antagonistic, puzzling author that editors and 
critics have accused him of being. For many years, he 
lived with Mrs. Fisher in virtual isolation at Hagerman, 
Idaho, writing according to a conscientious schedule, 
reading innumerable books to gather background for his 
historical and anthropological fiction, and tending his 
garden and livestock. He had a passionate impatience 
with the stupidities and corruptions of the world. Some- 
times, Mrs. Fisher said, his explosions came down on her 
because she was the only person at hand. She abode his 
outbursts because, as I could easily see, she loved and 
respected Vardis Fisher beyond all bounds. Ten years 
after his death, she still loves and respects him in this 
manner. Republishing his works is her way of combating 
the shock and grief that fell on her with his death. In a 
letter to book review editors, Mrs. Fisher says, "As long 
as the books are there, Vardis is not lost to me. . . ." As 
part of her dream to enhance Fisher's reputation and 
enlarge the influence of his books, she has made newly 
available his most famous novel, Children of God. 

This novel follows frontier Mormonism from its begin- 
nings with the first vision of Joseph Smith in 1820 until 
the termination of polygamy by the Manifesto of Wilford 
Woodruff in 1890. The novel is divided into three parts; 
the first concentrates upon Joseph Smith and sets forth 
the major developments of his era - the translation of 
the Book of Mormon, the propagation of a restored and 
authentic Christianity, the establishment of successive 
cities in Ohio, Missouri, and Illinois, the bitter conflicts 
with Gentiles that culminated with the martyrdom of 

Joseph and the expulsion of the Saints from Nauvoo. 
~ h e i e  is a certain sympathy for Joseph Smith and his 
growing church in Fisher's treatment. He seems to par- 
ticularly admire the moral fervor of Joseph and his fellow 
Mormons. He likes their insistence uvon ~racticine a 
religion that over and over brings them into ionflict Gth  
Gentile neighbors and state and federal governments. 
But Fisher also satirizes the Mormons. If lose~h Smith is 

I 

sincere and dedicated, he is also ignorant, crude, and 
puerile. He is an undoubted self-deceiver, a dupe of his 
own irnaginings and emotions. He uses his great gifts of 
prophecy and restoration in ridiculous ways, as the 
following passage illustrates. In it Joseph rebukes Sidney 
Rigdon for claiming that God has revealed the Saints 
must build Rigdon a house: 

"But I did receive a revelation. God told the Saints 
to build me a house." 

"God told them nothing of the sort. Haven't I said 
that God reveals Himself only through me?. . . 
Answer." 

"Yes, Joseph." 
"Now the Lord is angry with you -I' 
"But why can't I have a house? I'm third in com- 

mand." 
"If God wishes you to have a house, He will tell me. 

Now repent and seek forgiveness in prayer or you are 
eternally damned. " 

The second part of the novel begins with the accession 
of Brigham Young to leadership and ends with his death. 
There is no question that Fisher admires Brigham Young 
deeply. He makes him into a Mormon Beowulf, who, like 
other epic heroes, is omnipotent and indestructible. It is 
the steady nerve and firm resolution of Brigham Young 
that brings the Saints safely through the perils of the 
exodus. It is his masterful diplomacy that fends off the 

Vardis Fisheri Childvn of God: 
A Second Look 

4 
&-I- 

r d  01 one of the most e ~ t i t l n g  If be~lld=rln: 
-Carl Van I>&. 

30 Sunstone 



intervention of federal officers. It is his admirable prac- 
ticality that fosters polygamy and establishes the United 
Order as steps toward a perfect worldly kingdom where 
there is no "whoredom, poverty, greed, starvation." In 
treating such controversial matters as blood atonement, 
the judicious murders of Bill Hickrnan and Porter Rock- 
well, and the Mountain Meadows Massacre, Fisher 
maintains a simple objectivity. This does nothing to 
diminish the greatness of Brigham Young. 

The final part of Children of God is only half the length 
of the first two. Following the death of Brigham Young, 
Fisher finds no attractive leader among the Mormons. He 
takes as his point of view the men of the McBride family, 
who are shown to be unselfishly devoted to polygamy 
and the United Order. They preside over the jealousies 
and trifling humors of their multiple wives with patience 
and impartial love (most women characters in Children of 
God come across as simpleminded and contentious). 
They establish an ideal Order in which their wisdom 
serves to contain the irritations and strife of their less 
seasoned fellows. Fisher follows these men and their 
families through the darkest days of Utah Mormonism, 
when federal authority disincorporates the Church, 
imprisons dozens of leading Mormons, and sends many 
others underground. Over and over the McBride family 
weigh whether they will concede the ideal of polygamy. 
Having accepted that ideal and having resigned them- 
selves to persecution, they are traumatically disillu- 
sioned when the Church officially abandons polygamy. 
They vainly confront President Woodruff whom Fisher 
portrays as an aged and listless prophet who cannot 
assert that the Manifesto is a revelation from God. 

As the novel ends, the angry, sorrowful McBrides 
gather their goods, arrange their wagons, and strike out 
for Mexico. The ideals of Joseph Smith and Brigham 
Young move on with a straggling handful of idealists. In 
Utah, Mormonism is dead. Accommodating itself to the 
world, the Church will be no different from any other 
church. What was to be a "new gospel of brotherhood on 
the earth will have bigger banks and factories, its mil- 
lionaires and its beggars." 

Vardis Fisher was indubitably the 
intelli ent, antagonistic, puzzling author 
that e %I 'tors and critics have accused 
him of being. 

Is Fisher a Mormon author? 
By one definition, yes, since he wrote a book about 

Mormons. By another definition, no. Some writers have 
tried to construe Fisher as a covert, reticent Mormon. He 
was baptized into the Church as a late adolescent and 
influenced his parents to become active Church mem- 
bers. Mrs. Fisher, however, takes vigorrous exception to 
the idea that Fisher was a Mormon. She told me that 
regularly, once or twice a year during their married life, 
Fisher instructed her that, should he die before she did, 
she must not allow the Mormons to reclaim him. In no 
wise, she said, was Vardis Fisher a Mormon. I am willing 
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to believe her, seeing the interpretation Fisher gives 
Mormonism in Children of God. I do not think Fisher ever 
had the inside feel of Mormonism. Viewed from without, 
Mormon character is freighted with eccentricities: a god 
of flesh and bones, modem prophecy, rejection of all 
other varieties of Christianity, abstinence from liquor, 
tobacco, and caffeinated drinks, baptism for the dead, 
eternal marriage, and so on. But viewed from within, by 
one who has lived long and lovingly among Mormons, 
their character has a total logic. Fisher could see no 
further dramatic interest in the Mormons when they had 
made their last frontier trek and had reclaimed their last 
desert. That is a weakness on his part. Mormons remain a 
perfection-minded people. Human nature being what it 
is, a conscience-driven people like the Mormons are 
destined to inner conflict. Such conflict, I scarcely need 
say, is the essence of fiction. Children of God is a good 
book, a suspenseful book, but it demonstrates in its 
author a lack of the largest, most comprehensive kind of 
imagination. 

Fisher wrote well over thirty books, most of them 
novels. His novels fall into three main categories: natur- 
alistic, partially autobiographical novels such as Dark 
Bridwell and the Vridar Hunter tetralogy; historical 
novels of the American West, such as Children of God and 
A Tale of Valor; and anthropological novels treating the 
development of humanity from primitive into modem 
conditions, collectively called the Testament of Man. 
Fisher apparently believed his total opus to be insuffic- 
iently appreciated. In an address delivered to the Wes- 
tern Literature Association, Fisher scathingly denounced 
the editors and critics of eastern America: 

Those people back there, choking on their poisons, 
bathing in stinking water, and listening day and night 
to the infernal din of what Wolfe called their ant- 
swarms, can no more be expected to like our country 
and our books about it than I, to speak only for myself, 
can like the proliferating lunacies of their cities, the 
robotized togetherness of their feverish lives, and 
their dull, inbred, and overpraised books.' 
Actually, Fisher's fiction has received copious atten- 

tion, much of it admiring and supportive. Most of his 
novels were published by Eastern firms. Many of them 
were reviewed by magazines of national circulation. A 
very respectable number of articles, books, dissertations, 
and theses have been written on Fisher and his work. 
Fisher has been honored by prizes and recognitions, 
among them the Harper's Prize given Children of God in 
1939 and the initial honorary membership of the Western 
Literature Association awarded him in 1966. From the 
continuing critical attention paid to Fisher's fiction, I 
conclude that he ranks among the top dozen authors of 
the American West. that puts him in the company of 
Walter Van Tilburg Clark, A B. Guthrie, Jr., Frederick 
Manfred, Frank Waters, and Edward Abbey. 

It is something to be a peer of such writers, but per- 
haps it is not everything. Western literature has a loyal 
following, readers with a strong regional interest that 
causes them to read and study a great deal of literature 
that is merely competent. Don D. Walker has said that 
what is lacking in Western literature is not, as some critics 
claim, a subject matter with sufficient possibilities nor, as 
other critics have said, an authentic reproduction of the 
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historical West. What is lacking, Walker says, is an ability 
in Western authors to produce a thoroughly imagined 
world: 

The responsibility to imagine his subject. Here is the 
nub of our problem. We cannot blame the West; we 
cannot blame the shallowness of our historical re- 
search. We can only blame our unwillingness or our 
incapacity to assume the responsibility of becoming 
writers in the ultimate sense of being makers of impor- 
tant fictive  world^.^ 
One critic asserts that Vardis Fisher has achieved his- 

torical fiction that is "at once good history and good 
literat~re."~ Fisher amved at this achievement, Ronald 
W. Tabor says, by a near total divestment of his own 
personality, bias, and emotions in order to project com- 
pletely into historical situations and personalities. I do 
not find Tabor's assertions convincing, particularly when 
applied to Children of God. Fisher's personality and bias 
are very much in evidence. Furthermore, as long ago as 
1953, David Brion Davis pointed out numerous historical 
inaccuracies in Children of God, of which "the cumulative 
effect can be misleading, especially if the fiction is taken 
as hi~tory."~ Fisher's novel can serve a useful function as 
an introductory outline to the historiography of frontier 
Mormonism. However, in its historical detail it can only 
become an increasingly inaccurate document, for Mor- 
mon historiography, like other branches of knowledge, 
is undergoing rapid growth and revision. 

When I look down the road one or two 
hundred years and wonder which authors 
of Mormonism people wdl be reading, I 
am doubtful that Fisher will be 
among them. 

That would not matter if Children of God excelled in the 
depiction of "an important fictive world." But when 
reading it - or any other novel by Fisher - I never feel 
that I am in the presence of a writer more than com- 
petent. Fisher has his reputation; Children of God has had 
its share of readers. As a novel, it moves briskly, it has 
strong suspense, it often produces sentences of admir- 
able rhythm and structure and words that arouse vivid, 
moving images. But the world is crowded with books. 
When I look down the road one or two hundred years 
and wonder which authors of Mormonism - or of the 
American West - people will be reading, I am doubtful 
that Fisher will be among them. I don't think he had the 
fecundity of imagination and the richness of intellect that 
makes for enduring literature - for classical literature. 
Despite his vast reading, Fisher was limited in the funda- 
mental concepts and definitions by which he gave mean- 
ing to his fictional worlds. More important, he was lirnit- 
ed in his understanding of human motivation and emo- 
tion. He did not know the human psyche broadly and 
deeply enough. I do not object that Fisher interprets 
Joseph Smith, for example, in a light displeasing to faith- 
ful Mormons. I do object that Fisher's portrait of Joseph 
Smith, his dramatization of his thought, emotion, and 
aspiration, falls far short of what Joseph Smith had to be. 
It is not an easy thing to make humanity come alive on 
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paper. Somehow the black and white of the printed page 
has to evoke the variety, the contradictions, the lapses, 
the illuminations, the love, the doubt, the guilt, above all 
the vitality and cosmic energy of human nature. I do not 
find enough of all that in Fisher's fictional worlds. 

Footnotes 
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