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"We cannot argue with symbols; they find their way into 
our hmrts immediately or not at all. Symbols am more 
powetful than words. "1 

T he year was 1852. For t 
lifted his small finishing 
by three foot limestone block 

for weeks. With a few deft taps of his 
the final bits of Sanpete oolite and le 
diminutive square marking a period 
"DESERET."Rubbing his aching fingers be 
to ease the stiffness, he stepped back toins 
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The Origin, Use 
I 

and Decline of 
Earlv Mormon 

- 

Symbolism 

understanding of Mormon theology andlor culture? And, 
most importantly, is there value in symbolism and if so, how 
does one account for the seeming absence of significant 
symbols in contemporary Mormondom? 
Purposes and Value of Symbolism 

Lewis Mumford has remarked that "By the a d  of 
detachment and abstraction, man gained the power of 
dealing with the non-present, the unseen, the remote and 
the internal: not merelv his visible lair and his dailv 
companions, but his ancekors and his dependents and th;! 
sun and the moon and the stars: eventually the concepts of 
eternity and infinity. . .he reduced a thousand potential 
occasions in all their variety and flux to a slngle symbol that 
indicated what was common to them alL"3 Thus have 
groups or individuals attempted to invest material objects, 
emblems or designs with a symbolic character, intended by 
their creators to represent meanings, principles, or ideas 
not inherent in the things themselves. So, to the early 
American gravestone artist a trumpet may represent the 
day of judgment, to the Roman Catholic painter an 
equilateral triangle may symbolize the Trinity, and to the 
Jewish engraver the six-pointed star may refer to God's 
attributes of power, wisdom, majesty, love, mercy, and 
justice. 

AU&g cp m a  flu Ogdm T h k ,  1856 
fmrni~lly of Pat Kirrgl 

Similarly, nineteenth-century Mormons felt the need to 
express their shared values in iconographic symbolism, 
ranging from the didactic, institutionally sponsored sun, 
moon, stars and all-seeing eye on early temples and ZCMI 
signs to quasi-religious symbols such as the beehive and 
clasped hands whose function was primarily ornamental. 
Early Mormons under Joseph Smith and Bngham Young 
were a heterogeneous lot. Diverse backgrounds and vary- 
ing levels of understanding and commitment presented a 

Mormons had a predilection for 
symbolism. As millennialists, they 
regarded the visible world as a 
metaphor for religious truths. 
most perplexing problem: how to make persons who had 
migrated to unfamiliar surroundings feel as at ease as 
possible, to feel a part of the whole. One of the most 
straightforward ways of effecting thedesiredacculturation 
was to display instructive visual symbols, so apparent as to 
be comprehended by everyone, regardless of backgrounds. 
These symbols, in an immediate and uniform way, con- 
veyed essential messages and reminders of community 
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The ornamental tra pings planned for P the Salt Lake Temp e demonstrated a 
continuing implementation of Joseph's 
selected Masonic symbols. 

qualities to all viewers. Said Brigham Young: '1 will do my 
best to break down everything that divides. I will not have 
disunion and contention, and I mean that there shallnot bea 
fiddle in the Church but what has 'Holiness to the Lord' 
upon it, not a flute, nora trumpet,norany otherinstrument 
of music."' 

The symbolic messages conveyed covered the spectrum 
from implorings to deal honestly with manand God (His all- 
seeing eye watches everyone) to reminders that the faithful 
would meet Christ and inherit his kingdom (clasped hands 
through the veil). One observer aptly summarized the 
Mormon view of didactic symbolism: 

Mormons had a predilection for symbolism. As d e n -  
nialists, they regarded the visible world as ametaphor for 
religious truths, and saw in all objects in nature and 
events in society the workings of divine purpose.5 

Symbolist F. L. Brink suggests that Joseph Smith success- 
fully created an "innovative and intricate symbology" that 
suited well the psychic needs of his followers.6 Following 
Smith's lead, scores of LDS artisans were guided by the 
principle that "If one is an artist, he is often a symbol maker 
and uses his talents to propagate his ideas.'" 

A further objectiveof Mormon symbolism was to express 
the uniqueness (and, by implication, truth) of the restored 
Church. The Lord instructed Joseph Smith to build the 
Kirtland Temple "not after the manner of the world."8 
Truman Angell wrote of the Salt Lake Temple: "The whole 
structure is designed to symbolize some of the great 
architectural works above."g Clearly Brigham Young and 
Angell, Joseph Smith and William Weeks understood the 
dual value of symbols as a means of graphically expressing 

the distinctiveness of t h e m  community whileat h - 

time summatl~ng . . certain truths important to MOM, 
belid. 

Chigins of Mormon Sy~nbo1ism 
From the organization of the Church in 18~tlmmghh 

years in Kirtland, there is little if 
bank notes, furniture, stationery, 
signs of self-amscious concrete s 
ideas which were to find expression in physical symbt&h 
Nauvoo developed in Kirtland. Among them wem t& 
concepts of m i l l e ~ s m  and the three degrees of j$oq. 
Even more important was the reinstitution of the anderq 
concept of the temple.10 As Joseph Smith approached the 
budding of the first Mormon temple in Kirtland he saw his 
building as a legitimate successor to Solomon's Temple, 
described in the Old Testament. Even his deacriptwc 
terminology, perhaps influenced by writings in I 
linked the building to ancient scripture. Nevertheless, it wa# 
a temple without ostensible symbols. 

Why, then, within a space of ten years, was a d 
temple built that differed so greatly, not only in style,W$ 
the presence of a symbolic decorative vocabdaqFt lt is 
very likely because in Kirtland neither Joseph Smithmwthe 
temple's principal desmers, superintendents, and b&W 
em-Sidney Rigdon, Frederick G. Williams, and &tams 
Milk-were yet involved in Freemasonry, an ins t iwm 
which, in Nauvoo, provided the primary graphic Ian- 
far Morncon symbolism. 
While Mormonism's official connection with Masonry 

began 15 March 1642 whenalodge was foundedinNauvao, 
many Mormons had been Masons before joining the 
Church. Joseph Smith himself had some farnibky with 
the sodety previous to Nauvoo. Hynun had received the 
first three degrees of Masonry while thefamilywaslivixtgin 
Pdmyra and Joseph may have known Masonic martyrI 
Captain W&m Morgan, as he was one of the *em of a 
petition asking relief for the widow? 

Despite this earlier involvement with Masonry, the full 
impact of the secret society was not felt by c d d e  
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Mormonism until the Nauvoo period. Within three months 
after the founding of the first lodge, eleven of the twelve 
apostles had joined, including Brigham Young. In a short 
time, five Mormon lodges had been formed, claiming 1366 
adherents. By 1844 a three-story Masonic temple had been 
constructed. About the same time Joseph became immersed 
in Egyptian and Hebrew studies, both interests of Free- 
masonry. Even at their martyrdom both Joseph andHyrum 
were wearing Masonic jewelry.13 One Mormon scholar has 
been moved to make this controversial assertion:"l believe 
that there are few significant developments in the Church 
that occurred after 15 March 1842 which did not have some 
Masonic interdependence."l4 The remarkable similarities 
between the Masonic temple ceremony and the Mormon 
endowment have led others to accuse Smith of plagiarism, 
denying any divine inspiration in his work. 

It is true that the artwork, particularly in the literature of 
the two groups, is sometimes amazingly indistinguishable. 
Masonic handbooks clearly show that the three most 
important Masonic symbols (three great lights) are the 
Bible, square and compass. Next in importance (threelesser 
lights) are the sun, moon and stars.15 All of these have place 
in the Mormon symbolic vocabulary as well (although the 
Bible is rarely depicted symbolically by the Mormons). In 
addition, the all-seeing eye, clasped hands, and even little- 
used symbols of Mormondom such as the mitre, crown, 
clouds, dove and heart, may be found on frontpieces of 
Masonic books.16 

Although Joseph Smith freely admitted relating Masonry 
and Mormonism, to assert that Joseph's Mormonism was 
simply the direct product of borrowed Masonry is too naive 
and incomplete a conclusion by itself. Joseph's Masonrywas 
not a conventional one. He attempted to restore it in much 
the same way the gospel was restored. That is, he saw 
Masonry, like Christendom, as possessing some important 
truths which could be beneficially extracted from what was 
otherwise an apostate institution. Mormons, with the 
restored priesthood, had the "true Masonry," even "Celes- 
tial Masonry." Joseph claimed to have received some of the 
'lost keys" which would permit him to purify Masonry and 

Mormon ambivalence toward symbol- 
ism has penetrated the intellectual 
community as well. 
return it to its state of ancient perfection. His free use of 
Masonic symbols, then, reflects Smith's feeling that he had 
a legitimate right to employ these divine emblems of 
antiquity." 

Furthermore, the question of origins is virtually impos- 
sible to fathom. The beginnings of Masonry can be traced 
back to at least the early 18th century when several lodges 
were operating in Europe. Some Masonic historians allege 
that Masonry was founded by King Solomon about the time 
his temple was built and that the 133,000 masons who 
worked on the project later dissemanated a knowledge of 
the brotherhood throughout the civilized world. Masons 
further claim (obviously without documentation) that 
Adam created Masonry and that it was modified into its 
sectarian Jewish form by Moses; that Noah, the Essenes and 
other important persons and groups of antiquity were 
Masons; that the Bible was written by Masons and is 
therefore a Masonic book. Masons especially rely on literary 
references and art fromancient Egypt for their symbolism!s 
Clearly, the Mormons, too, trace their origins to Adam and 
the Hebraic nation which for centuries was closelv inter- 
twined with the Egyptian race (Solomon and ~hebH, etc.). 
Thus the question of which symbols were created by which 
groups is indeterminable histonorgraphically. 

The Development of Symbols 
". . .we see no incompatibility between believing that LDS 

authorities benefit from divine inspiration and recognizing 
that they also have their eyes open to what isgoing on in the 
world generally."l9 Supplementing revelations with mater- 
ial pulled from his immediate environment, Smith, through 
a process we might call synthetic eclecticism, created a potpourri 
of beliefs and practices, accompanied by didactic instru- 
ments-symbols-to visibly remind the Saints of their 
identity, goals, and commitments. 
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He attempted to restore Masonry in 
much the same way the gospel was 
restored. 

Symbols on buildings, in literature, stampedon manufac- 
tured goods, etc. were not endemic to Mormons and 
Masons but were common throughout allaf mid-nine- 
teenth century American society (as even a cursory inspec- 
tion of books, posters, buildings and photos of the periods 
will bear out.) So, assuming Smith felt a need tocommuni- 
cate specific principles to his Saints, he might naturally 
develop a set of easily understood symbols as were already 
in familiar use about him. The choice of Masonicreferences 
may have been self-conscious, expedient, or may have been 
a deliberate shunning of Christian symbols. Laurel Andrew 
explains: "Since Mormons did not embrace conventional 
~hristian theology, normative architectural forms and 
symbols necessarily underwent some transformation or 
were entirely supplanted by those having more appropriate 
associations for Latterday Saints."20 Unfortunately, Smith's 
appropriation of Masonic designs may have confused both 
LDS Masons, who had to distinguish between two sets of 
meanings for the same symbols, and newcorning foreign- 
ers, who hadn't the American background to comprehend 
them at all. 

Symbolism continued in Utah through the efforts of 
Brigham Young who caused its usage to expand-bothas to 
variety and frequency. While Young had been a Mason and 
personally owned Masonic handbooks, after Nauvoo trou- 
bles with Gentile Masons (including their probable partici- 
pation in the martyrdom and subsequent persecution and 
expulsion of the Saints), he had no love for the group. Yet 
the ornamental trappings planned for the Salt Lake Temple 
(originally extensive but much diluted after his death in 
1877) demonstrated a continuing implementation of Jos- 
eph's selected Masonic symbols. Even more dramatic was 
Young's extensive use of the all-seeing eye motif on signs of 
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ZCMI stores during and after 1868.21 Though the parallel 
with Masonry is obvious, some say Brigham could have 
obtained his ideas from the Egyptian Bookof Breathings. Orson 
Pratt and W. W. Phelps have also been considered possible 
sources for symbolism of the astrological type.22 Whatever 
the actual source, Young, l i e  Joseph, was open in his use of 
symbols and did not feel that he was borrowing from 
Masonry (which did not exist in Utah for severalyearsafter 
1847) but was rather employing metaphors belonging to 
the universal body of truth. 

Truman 0. Angell, in response to an inquiry by Franklin 
D. Richards as to why the Salt Lake Temple had Masonic 
symbols on it, wrote that they had nothing to do with the 
Masons but were derived by President Brigham Young 
after an intensive study of scripture, particularly the Old 
Testarnent.23 Although many Mormon symbols can be 
related to the Old Testament (see the captions accompany- 
ing the photographs) the influences of Freemasonry are 
clear and were felt in connection with the design of the Salt 
Lake Temple as late as 1886. 

That year as the temple was being pushed to completion, 
Elder Richards observed two things which disturbed him. 
Firstly, basic architectural changes had been made appar- 
ently without authorization, i.e. leaving out windows 
which appeared in the original design. More bothersome 
were certain symbols seemingly of Masonic design. Rich- 
ards took the matter up with Truman 0. Angell, Sr., the 
original architect, who by then was an old man in faihg 
health. Angell defensively responded that all changes had . 
been authorized by Brigham Young (who had died in 1877.) 
To justdy the simplification of certain symbols, he ex- 
plained that "by order of President Young, the original plan 
contemplated adobe walls trimmed with freestone (easily 
carved sandstone), accordingly the plan shows more enrich- 
ment in the trimmings than practicable with granite to 
which walls and trimmings were subsequently changed."24 
He did not explain why certain symbols were left off 
entirely and denied that Freemasonry had anything to do 
with the designs. In a letter to John Taylor, Angell then 
denied even discussing Masonry with Richards, "I made no 



reference to Free Masonry when conversing with Brother 
Richards on the subjed."25 Richards, however, mentions in 
a letter to President Taylor that part of Angell's reason for 
omitting certain windows was "that is was not Masonic for 
l i t  to be received from the North."26 Taylor, upon 
receiving that remark, clearly expressed his view that 
Masonic considerations should have no part in the temple's 
design: "It may be true, as lie (Angell) says, that in Free 
Masonry the light comes from the East, but we can scarcely 
recognise that as a reason why our Temple built for the 
administration of the Ordinances of the Most High God 
should be erected according toits rules."27Taylorinstntcted 
Richards to instruct Angell to follow faithfully the design in 
the 1850s steel engraving and not to make changeswithout 
prior approval. It was, however, too late to return to the 
earlier design. Ironically, such a reversion would have 
resulted in more, not less, Masonic symbolism (compass and 
square, saturn stones, etc. were planned) and consequently 
greater confusion as to origins. 

Later Attitudes Toward Early Mormon Symbolism 
It seems ironic that later church leaders looked backupon 

the symbols of earlier generations of Saints with embarrass- 
ment, suspicion, even disdain. In this regard the writings of 
Anthony W. Ivins may be characteristic. In his book, 
Mormonism and Freemasonry, Ivins attacked a book written by a 
Mason entitled, Mormonism and Masonry. His comments are 
terse and defensive. Of the All-seeing Eye he said:"That the 
Lord sees us, that his eye is constantly upon us, and to keep 
us reminded of this, the symbol of the All-seeing Eye was, in 
certain instances, placed over the doors of business houses, 
a place, all will agree that it is needed."zs However, 
concerning the claim that the symbol appeared "over the 
doors of several of the business establishments conducted 
by the Church,andovertheentrancesof thechurch tithing 
offices, and on (Church) stationery,"Ivins responds, "They 
were at no time in general use. . .It (the Eye) was never used 
generally over the entrances of the Church tithing office 
houses. . .nor on Church stationery.. ." Hecontinues,"The 
use of the symbol of the All-seeing Eye and clasped hands, 

The most convincing reason for the 
disappearance of symbols related to the 
changing needs of the Mormons as a 
group. 

emblems of faith and fraternity which existed among the 
people at the time when they were in use, have long since 
become obsolete. They have no other meaning than that 
stated. . .There are not in the Salt LakeTemple, or any other 
temple of the Church, a series of stones inemblematicaland 
significant designs."29 

Ivins denies the prominence of the Eye symbol, fails to 
explain why the symbols of faith and fraternity could have 
become obsolete, and makes one wonder if he had ever 
looked closely at the Salt Lake Temple, close enough to see 
the still extant clasped hands and All-seeing Eye. 

Furthermore, Ivins claims that the "astrological figures" 
represent "groups of heavenly bodies" but that these 
symbols "are without significance to Church members."If 
they were meaningless, why were they included in the 
temple's design for all humankind to see? He concludes, 
"While these are small matters, and of no real importance, 
the fact that they are so misrepresented in 'their' relation- 
ship to Mormonism makes reference to them necessary. 
They may be similar to Masonic symbols; if so the writer is 
not aware of the fact."30 

Ivins' mildly paranoic attitude is not isolated and other 
attempts to disassociate Masonry fromMormonismare not 
wanting. In front of the restored Masonic Hall in Nauvoo is 
the inscription, "Cultural Hall," an attempt to conceal the 
original use of the building. Leaders had the symbols of the 
square and compass defaced from the Spring CityuEndow- 
ment House," a building not owned by the Church.31 On a 
model of the Nauvoo Temple in the Nauvoo Visitor's 
Center, a weathervane depicting an angel, holding a square 
and compass in Masonic fashion, was removed the day after 
the Center opened (although the bronzed version on the 
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Contemporary symbols seem 
intentionally naive, safe, and lack depth 

when compared to 
provocative earlier 

temple grounds, constructed by the late T. Edgar Lyon, 
faithfully displays the controversial emblerns.)32 Guides on 
Temple Square, when asked to explain the meaning of the 
star of David in the east wall of thesalt Lake Assembly Hall, 
respond that the star has no significance. All-seeing Eyes 
have been painted out of the St. George Tabernacle, Salt 
Lake Assembly Hall, and other Church buildings. 

Mormon ambivalence toward symbolism has penetrated 
the intellectual community as well. In his booklet,'What isa 
Temple?" Hugh Nibley suggests that the purity of temple 
rituals is dependent on the fact that "no moralallegorical or 
abstruse symbolism has been read into these rites.33 Yet in 
the same document he uses the reverse argument by 
insisting that, on the exterior of true temples, symbolism is 
essential. Equally confusing is his statement that the 
architecture of the world is "an exotic jumble, a bewildering 
complex of borrowed motifs, a persistent effort to work 
back through the centuries to some golden time."34 Ob- 
servers familiar with the evolution of LDS architecture and 
MormonlMason connections have used language very 
similar to Nibley's in describing Mormon Temples. 
D ~ S ~ P P ~ ~ I ' M C Q  of  symbol^ 

Although conscious attempts to eliminate graphic sym- 
bols undoubtedly contributed to their demise, no slngle 
cause can be held responsible for the loss. For despite early 
efforts to phase them out, Mormons continued to employ 
symbols until the early twentieth century. Theirdisappear- 
ance occurred gradually, and roughly corresponded to such 
historical events as the death of Brigham Young, the end of 
Mormon isolationism and the beginning of standardized 
architectural plans. Symbols were absent in St. George, 
Manti, and Logan temples, for example, but continued to 

appear on tabernacles and meetinghouses until modem 
styles and the new church building committee caused their 
discontinuance after about 1910. 

With the decline of the ZCMI movement in the 1870s, the 
all-seeing eye signs were removed from storefronts in 
downtowns of LDS communities. The 1921 policy of 
housing all church organizations under the roof of one 
multipurpose meetinghouse ostensibly did away with Re- 
lief Society halls, tithing offices, stake office buildings, 
granaries, prayer circle buildings, social halls and other early 
types of Mormon buildings which had frequently displayed 
decorative symbols. 

The funerary use of symbols continued but with designs 
of a more contemporary nature. Of the many original 
symbols, most have totally disappeared. The beehive has 
best been able to survive as a symbol and, though used 
ubiquitously on signs, stationery, flags, bedsteads, building 
plaques, logos, newspaper mastheads, governmental seals, 
ad infinitem, its symbolic message has changed from a 
r ekous  to a secularized or popular folkway one. 

Perhaps the most convincing reason for the disappear- 
ance of symbols relates not to pressure from Church 
leadership nor to changes in architectural policies, but 
rather to the overall changing needs of the Mormons as a 
group. Klaus Hansen has observed that the twenty years 
after 1900 "marked Mormon history. . .conclusively and 
permanently because they witnessed thedeclineandvirtual 
disappearance of the idea of the political Kingdom of God."35 
An original purpose of symbolism was to achieve commun- 
ity solidarity in the Kingdom through a sense of shared 
values. A second objective was to demonstrate that the 
Kingdom was unique and other-worldly as expressed by its 
distinctive means of decorating buildings and other ele- 
ments in the Mormon's manufactured environment. Thus, 
as the initial survival needs of the Kingdom were met, and 
its philosophical basis was forcibly altered in the post- 
isolation years after 1890, the perceived need for symbolism 
diminished. With the gradual integration of the Mormon 
and American societies, newer churchmen looked to new 
mediums of communication to express emerging needs and 
challenges assodated with their times. 
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$! . - - The Value of Symbolism Today 
Though it was claimed that Brigham Young developed 

his symbolism through a systematic study of the Old 
Testament, no uniform, internally consistent system of 
symbols emerged. Instead we find an odd assortment, 
gathered, as suggested previously, from Masonic and other 
sources by a method of synthetic eclecticism. If there werea 
method involved in the collection, it is not readily apparent. 
For example, why were traditional Jewish and Christian 

I 
symbols, e.g. geometric shapes (triangle=Trinity, circle= 
eternity), numbers, the cross, fish, and others passed 
over136 And why were theologically obscure motifs such as 
the mitre, compass and square included? With the exception 
of the sun, moon, and stars and beehive, most early symbols 
had little basis in LDS theology. Considering their 
significance and excellent possibilities for graphic imagery, 
why were the liahona, iron rod, olive tree, rainbow, Urim 
and Thummim and tree of life not employed symbolically? 
One wonders what may have resulted had a uniform 
approach to developing a program of didactic symbols been 
attempted. If, for example, using all scriptures and the 
corpus of authoritative teachings, the most important 
Mormon doctrines, practices, or events had been identified 
and a symbol developed for each, what legacy of graphic 
imagery would we be left with today l 

It is futile to look back with an eye to what might have 
been. We may more profitably look to our present symbols 
and examine their successes or failures. Firstly, it is 
apparent that we have few visual symbols today. The Salt 
Lake Temple, depicted either in elevation or perspective, is 
the most prominent image identified with Mormonism.37 
Along with the trumpeting Angel Moroni, mini-models of 
the temple have found their way into stationery, church 
pamphlets, Christmas cards, retail packaging and tie tacks. 
The bas-relief worlds on the mammoth Church Office 
Building may also be considered symbols of the burgeoning 
international Church. 

AU of these symbols, however, seem intentionally naive, 
safe, and lack depth and vitality when compared to the 
theologically provocative all-seeing eye, clasped hands, and 
sun, moon and stars, all of which, scripturally founded, 

If there is a uniqueness which binds us, 
it ought to be expressed graphically. 

beckon us to search for truth and to improve the quality of 
our lives. Our symbols of today are not intended to remind 
fellow Saints of our common worship and heritage as much 
as to display a particular image to those outside the faith. 
Our art, music, architecture, graphics, books, periodicals, 
advertisements, and television spots are programmatically 
designed to put forth a corporate image of Mormons as 
clean, happy, unique, superlative, "All-American" yet 'World- 
wide." The attempt is to underscore Mormon orthodoxy 
and inspire conformity. 

Saints of 1979 have needs auite different from those of a 
stmgghng colony of ~ i n ~ d o r ; l  builders. Mormonism is an 
established rehgon; we are greater in number and are 
geographically diverse. Yet if there is a uniqueness which 
binds us, it ought to be expressed graphically. A symbology 
based on LDS scripture, history, beliefs and practices, and 
directed towards the actual needs of present Latter-day 
Saints holds promising possibilities. How better might we 
encourage faithfulness and personal inspiration than through 
the liahona symbol, or trueness to the word of God than 
through an iron rod symbol? The depth of our spiritual her- 
itage could be well represented by the olive tree; Joseph 
Smith used his ring to signdy eternity and the rainbow to 
symbolize our covenential relationshipwith God. The Urim 
and Thummim point to divine insight. The tree of life, 
seagull, and appropriate older symbols from pioneer times 
could be called upon. 

As long as collective Mormonism has need to improve and 
beautdy itself, symbolism will be valuable as it has been 
from the beginning of recorded history. It will be there, 
trying to turn man to God. 

ALLEN ROBERTS is former architectural historian for the state 
of Utah and currently preservation consultant and designer with 
Wallace N. Cooper & Associates, Architects. As ownerdeveloper 
he is also restoringlrenovating historic buildings in Ogden and 
Sanpete Co., Utah. 
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The f h i a g  cap~rrlcsgive bncf historical and 
intrrpretiw overuiclos of several impmtant 
Mmmon synzbds. Unfootmted quotations arr 
largely taken from the reference books on symbolism 
listed at the md of this article. 

sun,Moon,dStrta 
Hugh Nibley is among the proponents of 
the idea that Mormons created for their 
early temples an integrated system of 
cosmological symbols. The "cosmic plan," 
i.e., the symbolic concept that the earthly 
temple is anNintellectual image of the 
celestial pattern, the earthly 
exemplification of celestial regions in theii 
revolutions, the supernal Jerusalem. . .,"is 
to Nibky essential to the true "temple 
idea."= The Salt Lake Temple, says 
Nibley, "perfectly embodies the temple 
idea" because of its three levels, 
orientation as the center of Zion, 
monumental batdemented architecture, 
the North Star, font on the back of twelve 
oxen, and series of sun, moon and star 
stones. As Solomon's temple presented "a 
rich cosmic symbolism which was largely 
lost in later Israelite and Jewish 
traditions,"39 so must the valid temple of 
the restoration by requisite provide sun, 
moon, and stars, etc. 
To Mormons, the sun, moon, and stars 
together represent the three degrees of 
giory in the resurrection.40 The individual 
symbols also have didactic meanings of 
their own, the sun, for example, 
d g d j h g  the Celestial Kingdom. The sun 
has universally represented God, and to 
Christians, both God the Father and 
Christ the Son. 
In Mormon rhetoric, the moon stands for 
the Terrestrial Kingdom. The moon was 
one of two primary dieties worshiped by 
the ancient Egyptians and also played an 
important rde  in Hebrew festivals and 
holidays. By withdrawing its light, the 
moon presages important events. In some 
cultures, the moon has figuratively 
represented mothers or the passage of 
time. 
Stars have signified children, an& to 
Mormons, the Telestial Kingdom. The 
stars forming the Ursa Major on the west 
central tower of the Salt Lake Temple 
represent the priesthood. Why the five 
pointed stars point downward on the cast 
and west facades and upward on north 
and south walls has never been explained. 

Euth, ads, d Saturn 
Other cosmological symbols occupying 
key positions on the Salt Lake Temple are 
earth and doud stones. In 1874, Truman 
Angell offered that the earth stones 
reflected that "the Gospel has come for 
the whole earth,"" a non-cosmological 
explanation that seems unrelated to the 
rehgious meanings associated with the 
other planetary symbols. From their 
positions in the lower buttresses, the 

- 
light, Salt Inkc Tnapk, 

earth stones seem more a reference to the 
lowly, unglorified state of our worldly 
realm. The doud stones (with what 
appears to some to be rain beneath) are 
said to actually represent "rays of light 
streaming from the midst of clouds, 
indicating gospel light dispels the clouds 
of error which had enshrouded the 
worM."u 

Clouds are mentioned frequently in 
scriptun, u s d y  symbolizing an 
obscuring veil of some type. Two principal 
ideas conveyed by clouds are: 1) the 
presence of God who, not showing 
himself fully, meets man or converses 
with him from a hidden medium between 
the terrestrial and celestial realms (thus 

we are told the Lord will come in clouds, 
the Saints will meet him in clouds, angels 
and Christ have descended and ascended 
in clouds, and clouds came into the 
temple); and 2) the dark veil of ignorance, 
sin, disbelief and disobedience which 
covers the mind of man. The Salt Lake 
Temple clouds seem to depict both of 
these meanings. 
As originally drawn in 1854, Truman 
Angell's clouds were shown with 
emergent hands holding trumpets, a 
feature also associated with sunstones in 
Nauvoo.43 It is commonly believed that 
the trumpets signify the day of judgment. 
A mysterious symbol-the planet Saturn 
and its rings-was originally designed to 



I vucupy a nlgn pus~rlun un me ourrresses 
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I above the sunstones on the south wall of 

the Salt Lake Temple. These stones were 
never implemented and we are left 
without information as to why. Saturn 
has no apparent significance to Mormon 
theology. It was, however, an object of 
great interest to Thomas Dick, a 
philosopher contemporary with and 
possibly influential on Joseph Smith. For 
what reason were the Saturn symbols 
planned to occupy places higher on the 
temple than the other symbolic stones7 
Laurel Andrew conjectures that Saturn 
may have been intended as a reminder of 
"the ultimate destiny of man, which was 
to become a god himself and rule over his 
kingdom. . . ."44 

The compass and square, particularly as 
shown together in Masonic fashion, were 
infrequently used by the Mormons and 
then mostly in connection with exterior 
temple decoration. Early elevational 
drawings of the Salt Lake Temple show 
that Masonic arrangements of compass 
and square were planned to appear along 
the lower sides of the elliptical windows 
along the second and fourth floors." The 
same symbols appeared on part of Joseph 
Smith's temple robes in Nauvoo and were 
prominently displayed on the angel 
weathervane on the temple's tower.de The 
Utah use of the compass and square is 
nearly non-existent, the Spring City 
"Endowment House" providing a rare 

example, albeit one wherein the two 
symbols appear separately and on opposite 
ends of the carved stone inscription 
plaque. 
Masons relate their derivation of the 
compass and square symbol to Solomon's 
Temple where architect Hiram Abiff 
employed the instruments to exact 
accuracy in masonry craftsmanship. The 
tools also point allegorically to God, "The 
One Great Architect of the Universe," to 
the act of creation, and the building 
principles of geometry and architecture. 
To Masons, the square and compass as 
describers of lines and implements of 
proof also stand for morality and 
judgment. The square teaches Masons to 
"square our actions and to keep them 
within bounds." The compass, which 
draws a perfect circle, also serves to 
remind that the passions should be bound. 
The circle, long a symbol of divinity, also 
suggests eternity without beginning or 
end, and the infinite, perfect, limitless 
mind. 
Thousands of years ago the square 
represented the "seat of Osiris" in the 
Egyptian Judgment Hall. It reminded the 
judges "to bring the material into perfect 
form, and to reject that which was not 
perfect." It also signified Ptah, the great 
Egyptian mason-builder. Paul, in writing 
to the Ephesians, swaks of the church as a 
buildink as he meiaphorically compares 
the auostles to the foundation and lesus 
~ h r i s t  to the "chief corner stone8'& the 
church.47 
Mormon literature about temples and 
physical symbols leaves us guessing as to 
the meaning of the compass and square to 
Latterday Saints. The endowment 
ceremony and temple garment, however, 
still symbolically apply to the compass and 
square as separate elements, each 
reminding the devout Mormon of 
important gospel principles. 

-d- 
Abundant mentions of hands are made in 
the scriptures. The "hand of God,""right 
hand,""dean hands," "putting on of 
hands;" each has its own symbolic 
meaning. Shaking hands or hands clasped 
in particular grips are also described." 
Among the most archaic symbols, joined 
hands have come to suggest union, virile 
fraternity and solidarity in the face of 
danger. Friendship, trust, and, in 
theological contexts, the leading of the 
righteous by God, are also common 
meanings. 
Truman 0. Angell's 1854 description of 
the Salt Lake Temple explained that fhe 
linked hands located in a first-floor 
archway on the eastern wall represented 
thewextending of the right hand of 
fellowship."49 Said Joseph F. Smith, "The 
clasped hands are emblematic of the 
strong union and brotherly love 
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characteristic of Latter-day Saints, 
through which they have been enabled to 
accomplish so much both at home and 
abroad.90 
The shaking hand symbol also appears on 
an old banner of the tnd, 3rd, 4th and 5th 
Wards, with the inscription, "Union is 
Strength." Artiit Dan Weggleland 
featured the same symbol, connected with 
the words, "Blessings follow sacrifice" on 
a painting of the pioneers of 1847. Hands 
gripped in a handshake were featured on 
the obverse sides of all Mormon gold 
pieces starting in 1849 and, in 1852, 
William Ward placed a pair a shaking 
hands on his carved stone for the 
Washington Monument. The symbolic 
hands were a favorite motif of Meadow 
woodcarver, Joseph H. Fisher and are also 
found on the carved stone plaque in the 
tower of the Manti Tabernacle. These 
latter hands appear to extend from the 
arms of temple garments. 
While joined hands are hardly endemic to 
Mormons, their dressing in funerary art 
is unusual. As found on old gravestones in 
the Mormon cultural region, clasped 
hands often portray one person in temple 
clothing (the Lord) and the other in 
ordinary popular clothing (the deceased). 
Sometimes the hands are reaching 
through the veil, represented in sto:.: as a 
parting curtain. Of significance is the fact 
that although shaking hands, as well as 
hands linked in certain grips, were used 
by all Freemasons, and were freely 
illustrated in their literature, few if any 
old Mormon tombstones depict anything 
other than the predictable handshake 
gripe. 
Individual hands often appear alone in 
Mormon funerary art, usually signifying 
the receiving or instructing hand of God, 
or reunion in the next life. In the Manti 
cemetary, one stone displays an 
undressed hand with its index finger 
pointing heavenward, whiie another 
gravestone has a hand, apparently in 
temple clothing, with its index finger 
pointing downward. One is left to 
conjecture as to possible meanings. 

m-sceine Eye 
Holy writ is replete with references to the 
eye of God which is described as "pure" 
andUpielring." The idea that his eye is all- 
seeing or "all-seardring" is well expressed: 
"The eyes of the Lord are in every place, 
beholding the evil and the good."51 Power 
is also implied: "With one glance of His 
eye he can smite you to the dust."sz God's 
meting out of salvation or judgment, and 
His communication with man are other 
scripturally derived meanings related to 
the eye. In the scriptural writings of 
Joseph Smith, another dimension is 
added-that of the eye surrounded with 
light or flame,-an image portrayed in 
LDS-made all-seeing eyes.53 

The all-seeing eye has been in popular use 
for thousands of years. From the Egyptians 
to the Masons and Odd Fellows, it has 
represented the omniscient, omnipresent 
and omnipotent nature of God. An eye 
enclosed by a triangle is a symbol of the 
Trinity and originated in 16th century 
Christendom. On the great seal of the 
United States, the all-seeing eye appears 
as a reminder of the many times 
Providence has come to the aid of the 
American people. 
Because the all-seeing eye depicts certain 
aspects of God's character, as well as an 
actual part of His physical person, the 
symbol proved useful to the Mormons. 
LDS symbolists created imposing eyes on 

early ZCMI signs, gold pieces, Nauvoo 
Legion flags, The Mormon and The Seer 
(newspapers), diplomas and certificates, 
Salt Lake Temple platters, plaques on the 
Manti, St. George and Ogden tabernacles, 
and the Washington Monument Stone. 
Mason W. H. Cunningham has described 
the eye as "sovereign inspection whom 
Sun, Moon and Stars obey, and under 
whose watchful care even comets 
perform their stupendous revolutions, 
pervades the inmost recesses of the 
human heart, and will reward us 
according to our merits."54 
Beehive 
The beehive is undoubtedly the most 
enduring of Mormon symbols. Mormons 
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point to a single verse in the Book of )tt Mormon as reason for their use of this 
symbol: "And they did also carry with 

' -  them deseret, which, by interpretation, is 
: a honey bee; and thus they did carry with 

them swarms of bees. . ."ss Consequently, 
the word"deseretM is generally associated 
with the beehive symbol. Don L. F. 

8 * 
1 %  

Nelson has documented scores of uses of 
the beehive and "deseret" in connection 
with company names, buildings, songs, 
associations, societies, clubs, an alphabet, 
and so forth.56 Hugh Nibley has offered 
that "deseret" was an Egyptian word, 
transcribed without vowels, but 
represented phonetically by sounds 
corresponding to our "d," "s," "r," and 

"t."57 The word referred to the "Red 
Crown," a symbol of the bee which itself 
was considered too sacred to be written or 
described literally. To the Egyptians and 
the nations they influenced, i.e., the 
Hittites, Assyrians (and perhaps 
Jaredites), the bee represented "the agent 
through which the dead king or hero is 
resurrected from the dead." Thus royalty 
and the resurrection were characterized 
by the red mown and honey bee or "dsrt," 
all interrelated symbols. 
Among the Greeks, the bee was a symbol 
of obedience and purity. In Orphic 
teachings the bee also represented the 
soul of man. The Hebrews also utilized 
the beehive symbol according to the 

Mishna, including it in the design of the 
vestments of Jewish priests. Too, bees and 
their hives have come to represent such 
diverse ideas as the laws of nature, 
farsightedness, receiving the word of 
God, eloquence and exaltation. 

The less mystic idea of industry and 
diligence now associated with bees is a 
relatively recent concept, one that may 
have been developed by the Christians 
during the Romanesque period. The same 
meanings, along with connotations of 
regeneration, are expressed in Masonic 
ritual and literature. 

In Utah, Mormons also related their 
"deseret" symbol to industry and related 
pioneer virtues of thrift and perseverance. 
Usually pictured on a small bench or stool, 
the beehive or skep was chosen as emblem 
of the State of Deseret in 1848 and was 
maintained on the seal of the State of Utah 
when it was created in 1896. An official 
pronouncement later explained: "In 
founding this state, the pioneers, 
encompassed by a desert, had very few 
implements with which to work, but had 
unlimited industry coupled with their 
faith. The honeybee seeks its 
maintenance from the air, soil and water, 
so likewise our pioneers took from the 
resources around them material with 
which to build their homes and villages. 
Utah is called the 'Beehive State' (meaning 
industry)."58 

Brigham Young made extensive use of the 
beehive symbol. It appears on the cupola 
of his "Beehive House," on his French- 
made mirror, bedstead, on the Eagle Gate 
and Utah's stone in the Washington 
Monument. He may have been aware of 
another meaning connected with the 
symbol, one held by general Christendom, 
that of community, obedience and unity. 
To a man responsible for the lives of 
thousands of dependents, these principles 
were essential and needed to be 
emphasized continually. 

Visual reminders on church buildings 
(Spring City Endowment House; Levan, 
Providence and Provo 6th meetinghouses; 
St. George Temple; Logan Tabernacle; 
Ephraim United Order Co-op and Relief 
Society Hall, to name a few) had a 
utilitarian value beyond the surface of the 
decoration. Temtorial certificates, 
stationery, newspaper mastheads, Salt 
Lake Temple platters, political banners, 
street markers, book covers, the top of 
the Hotel Utah, ad infinitem-the beehive 
was found everywhere a person turned. 
Although its deeper symbolism (i.e. 
resurrection, the word of God, exaltation 
and so forth) is lost on contemporary 
Mormons, we are still subtly cajoled to 
good works by ever-present beehive 
symbols. 
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Mitn md Cmwn 
Mormons today may be surprised that the 
mitre, a tall, flat cap with two points, was 
ever an important Mormon symbol. Yet it 
appeared on the reverse sides of all 
Mormon coins minted in Salt Lake City 
beginning in 1849. In each case, the mitre 
appeared above an all-seeing eye. 
The mitre played an important role 
among the Hebrew priests of the Old 
Testament and was sometimes connected 
with a aown.s9 At his ordination, Aaron 
wore the "Urim and Thummim, 
breastplate and. . .(Moses) put the mitre 
upon his head; also upon the mitre, even 
upon his forefronts did he put the golden 
plate."m On the plate was inscribed 
"Holiness to the Lord." This motto 
appears with the mitre in Mormon usage 
also, and appears in variety of ways with 
several other Mormon symbols. 
If Brigham Young extracted his system of 
Mormon svmbols from the Old 
~estamenias Angel suggested, Mormon 
usage of the mitre would appear essential, 
particularly because it links the priesthood 
of the Old Testament with that of the 
current dispensation. Mormons view the 
Presiding Bishopric, overseers of such 
temporal affairs as minting mitre-faced 
coins in pioneer times, as roughly 
equivalent in priesthood authority and 
role to the bemitred Aaron and the 
ancient priests of the tribe of Levi. 
Other religions have also utilized the 
mitre symbolically. Roman Catholic 
bishops wear the mitre, believing its two 
points suggest the two rays of light that 
reputedly appeared from the head of 
Moses when he received the Ten 
Commandments. 
Generically related to the mitre, the 
crown is a common Christian emblem of 
victory, honor, human sovereignty, 
royalty, and victory over death. Although 
the crown is freauentlv mentioned in 
scriptures, it w i  rare& used symbolically 
by Mormons. The best example features 
k c r o w n s  in a plaque on the western 
interior wall of the St. George Tabernacle. 

w s  
A church which was ushered in amidst 
angelic visitations, received its new 
scriptures through an angel and its 
priesthood authority through angelic 
representatives, would likely make good 
use of the angel symbol. Angel symbols 
are rare among Mormons, however. 
While there is a statue of Angel Moroni 
on the Salt Lake Temple, it is more 
referential than symbolic, intending to 
remind viewers of the angel mentioned by 
John in Revelations 14:7. Two angels 
found by this author-the horizontal 
angel weathervane on the Nauvoo 
Temple and a similarly prone angel on an 
1885 Seventies License-are both 

blowing long trumpets and are wingless. 
If they are not Moroni, they may stand 
for the other angels in Revelations which 
announce the 'Second Coming and Day of 
Judgment. The idea that contact with 
divine beings is an important reality in the 
Church is also implied. 

Angeis are symbds of great antiquity and 
are represented in the artwork of virtually 
all historic civilizations. They appeared, 
for example, in Solomon's Temple. 
Traditionally shown with wings, angels 
are messengers, bearers of tiding, 
supernatural beings which provide a 
communicative link between God and 
man. 

w e  
The eagle was an ancient military ensign, 
having served emblematically for the 
Roman, Persian and Assyrian armies. A 
symbol of Jupiter, employed personally by 
Napoleon, the eagle signifies victory, 
authority and power. The majestic bird 
aptly represents early Mormonism, a 
revolutionary movement which had many 
militaristic aspects. Considering its 
generals, legions, battlementeJtemple 
architecture and Old Testament-inspired 
militaristic terminology, it is not 
surprising to find eagles on Nauvoo 
Legion drums, the logo of The Mormon (an 
1850s newspaper), the Eagle Gate, the top 
of Hotel Utah, the territorial and state 
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h seals of Utah, the logo of Zion's 1st 
National Bank, and even on Brigham 
Young's carved bedstead. 

For many governments, ancient and 
recent, the eagle has been a nationalistic 
emblem. After becoming the official 
symbol of the United States of America in 
1782, the eagle appeared on many state 
seals and certificates, including those of 
the State of Deseret and Utah. 
Remembering the tremendous conflicts 
between Mormondom's theocracy and the 
federal government, the frequent 
positioning of an eagle (the national 
symbol) on top of a beehive (the Mormon 

? kingdom symbol) in pre-accommodation 

i 

years is ironic. Perhaps the eagle was 
pefieived as a dual symbol, representing 
the Kingdom of God on earth and, only 
incidently, the faraway, unprofitable 
national government. The earthly 
Kingdom of God has been viewed by 
many groups in Christian history as 
having militaristic qualities (even respon- 
sibilities). In this role, the eagle may 
have been apropos. 

Mormon symbol makers may have been 
aware of some of the Biblical passages 
referring to eagles in literal and figurative 
ways. Particularly significant is the Eagle, 
one of the four beasts or "living creatures 
(along with the ox, lion and man) 

mentioned in Ezekiel 1:10 and Revelations 
4:7, and interpreted in Doctrine and 
Covenants 77. 
In reality, the eagle of the Bible was 
probably a griffon vulture. Nonetheless, 
in Christian art, the eagle became a 
symbol of St. John, denoting Tnsight into 
heavenly truths.. .because he was allowed 
to mount in spirit into heavenly places." 
The soaring bird has also come to 
represent the Resurrection among some 
Christian groups. Although no mention 
of eagles appears in the Book of Mormon, 
Joseph Smith appreciated the bird in a 
metaphorical sense.61 

Lion 
Best known as the "King of Beasts," to 
John, the lion represented Christ;62 and 
for Mormons, Brigham Young wasd8the 
Lion of the Lord." The lion, with its 
majestic bearing and qualities of strength, 
fortitude, valor and courage may be 
considered the early counterpart of the 
eagle. Lions are thought to be always on 
guard; vigdant protectors as expressed in 
statuesque symbols at entrances to public 
buildings, churches, and, in a Mormon 
usage, Brigham Young's Lion House. 
When seated, the lion suggests that the 
"King is in," an idea perhaps appropriate 
to Brigham Young. 
For the Egyptians, the lion was the 
"natural lord and master," and was used 
to represent those"in possession of 
strength and the masculine principle." 
The context was important in terms of 
whether the lion was young, old, bold or 
tame. An old or infirm lion represented 
one's "setting sun." 
The Greeks, Assyrians, Hittites and 
Chinese in various ways used lions as 
symbols of power, superiority or glory. 
In addition to William Wards's carved lion 
couchant over the Lion House entry, 
Mormon gold pieces featured a reposing 
lion on their reverse sides in 1860. The 
idea of the lamb and lion lying peacefully 
together in not represented in LDS 
symbolism. 

Dove 
The dove was in wide use among those of 
Judeo-Christian persuasion long before its 
adaptation by the Saints. The mild 
mannered bird was commissioned by 
Noah to find land after the flood and 
returned with the proverbial olive leaf. 
Representing the purity of the future 
Messiah, the dove has been offered in 
sacrifices by the Jews for millennia. It was 
"like a dove" that the "Spirit of God" 
descended upon Jesus following his 
baptism.63 The dwe has since been 
associated with the Holy Ghost, as well as 
the human soul and the spirit of the body 
leaving at death. In this last sense, the 
dove is frequently found in early 

May-June 1979 35 



American funerary a r t  and o n  Mormon t h e  departure of a baby or young child. 
gravestones, sometimes flying T h e  lamb has also come t o  represent 
horizontally, other  times pointed directly innocence, docility, temperance, charity 
downward, and sometimes fallen and and providence. It may be in connection 
crumpled. As a symbol of peace and love, with one  of these principles that  the  lamb 
doves were employed, along with roses became the  central symbol in the  seal of 
and shaking hands, a s  a n  emblematic Salt Lake City. 
motif in pulpit fronts and plaques made by 
Mormon woodcarver, Joseph H. Fisher in  Wheat Sheaves 
Meadow, Utah. A sheaf of wheat, bound and falling, was  a 

Lamb common symbol in America during the  

Considering the  profuse references t o  placid Victorian era. Although rarely seen 0a 
lambs in the  Bible, i t  is surprising that  the  in country' interesting 
lamb symbol does not occur more extant examples a re  the  cornerstone of 

frequently among t h e  Mormons. T h e  the  Levan Ward Meetinghouse (1904) and 

ideal Christian symbol, spotless young t h e  tombstone of Jane Rice (1896). In the  

male lambs were used as  sacrificial first instance, t h e  sheaf seems t o  signify 

offerings in the  Old Testament and the  bounty of the  earthly harvest and, 

represented Christ and His sacrifice. implicitly, God's goodness t o  man. In 

was nthe lamb of God taketh funerary use, the  sheaf is depicted in  a 

away the  sin of the  world."64 In Christian fully fallen position and represents the  

symbolism, the  reclining lamb divine harvest of mortals, and, in a 

represented wounded flesh. This usage broader sense, t h e  passage of time. 

appears frequently o n  Mormon Bread, t h e  byproduct of wheat, has  not  
gravestones. Symbolic of the  death of a n  proved artistically suitable a s  a symbol. 
innocent one, this emblem usually marked Thus, wheat has become a substitute Ward meetinghouse, 1906  
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