
TURNING THE TIME OVER T O  . . . 

Claudia L. Bushman 

MY LIFE WITH TWO-HEADED 

terested in reading a play about 
Mormon women in Southern 
Utah from the 1850s to the 
1890s and, if I should like it, 
whether I would be on a panel to 
talk about it. She implied I 
would find the play offensive. I 
was certainly interested in 
reading the play 

Two-Headed was written by 
prize-winning playwnght Julie 
Jensen, who grew up in Beaver, 
Utah, and taught playwnting in 
Las Vegas. In five scenes at ten 
year intervals, the play tells the 
story of two women, Hettie and 
Lavinia. They are young grls in 
the first scene, ripe grand- 
mothers in the last. The two 
women are the only characters 
on stage, but a major off-stage 
force is Laviniak father, who 
planned the Mountain Meadows 
Massacre, which has taken place 
just the day before the play be- 
gns. Later, he marries as his 
second wife his daughter 
Lavinia's friend Hettie. When 
Laviniak father, "the 
Commander" goes east to preach 
the restored gospel, he is thrown 
into an institution for the men- 
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she becomes less happy when 1 Ezra marries Tess, the daughter of 

Two-Headed depicts on stage how the Mountain Meadows Massacre 
affected two nineteenth century, Mormon women. 

., 
Hettie and "the commander," her 
own half-sister. 

With the Mountain Meadows 
Massacre and polygamy as back- 
ground, the two women play out 
their life-long, tension-filled 
friendship. Although the title 
seems to refer to two-headed ani- 
mals, it also refers to the two 
women and to the two heads of 
the nineteenth century Mormon 
woman, one cynical, outspoken, 
critical, the other devoted, ac- 
cepting, making do. A reviewer 
described the two women as "the 
rational social-apologst Hettie 
and the impulsive no-nonsense- 
-at moments, demented-truth 
monger Lavinia." As played by 
Lizbeth Mackay and Deirdre 0'- 
Connell, the play is "bitingly 
comic, fiercely stirring," says a 
promotional blurb. 

Two-headed also refers to the 
attitudes of the Southern Utah 
people Jenson grew up with. They 
had public and private heads; 
some things, such as the Moun- 
tain Meadows Massacre and 
polygamy, they just did not want . . -  . 

tally challenged. Hettiek choice for a husband. Still a young to talk about. They knew, and they didn't 
Another strong off-stage character is the woman, Jane is bitten by a rabid animal, and know They imagined but did not speak their 

grls' friend Jane, on whom Lavinia lavishes when hydrophobia begns to come on, the thoughts. The dark past was suppressed. 
passionate devotion. Jane mames Ezra, girls agree that she must be killed. Hettie They lived with secrets. 

With its double voice, I found the day 
L ,  

compelling, so much preferable to the usual 
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tive in the way Mormonism is projected as a 
women's world where the enduring relation- 
ships are female with occasional visiting 
men. I loved the economy of the two charac- 
ters interacting at ten-year intervals, slowly 
revealing the story and relationships (like 
braiding hair, Jensen says) without any 
heavy-handed exposition and background. I 
said I would be happy to be on a panel. 

Next I had a tentative call from the play's 
director, Joan Vail Thorne, an elegant 
Southern woman who teaches theatre at New 
York University and who had written The 
Exact Center of the Universe, a play about 
Southern women which I had seen and ad- 
mired. She asked if we could meet and if I 
would answer some questions about 
Mormon ways so she could work at getting 
things right. She said she knew Southern 
women, but she was on less sure ground 
with Mormons. We met and pleasantly dis- 
cussed many aspects of Utah life. Just what 
were garments, and what kind of underwear 
would these girls wear? They did have to 
climb a tree. How would these women be 
dressed? Were the women really cowed and 
oppressed? How did I think the women 
should be characterized? We talked on and 
on. I showed her photographs I had collected 
for Mormon Sisters: Women in Early Utah 
and other projects and loaned them to her. 
The pictures tend to be rather formally 
posed, but she said how much she valued an 
occasional hand on a hip or set of the chin 
and used these details in her direction. The 
set designer used construction and prop de- 
tails for the set. 

Soon afterwards, I was invited to attend a 
rehearsal and to answer questions from the 
cast and the theater staff. The two actresses 
and a dozen others pelted me with questions, 
again wide-ranging, historical, problematic, 
which I tried to answer. Although a staff 
person had done considerable background 
research and produced a good informational 
document, the questions persisted. I com- 
mented on the evolving characterizations of 
the two women: glad that Hettie was made 
tough and strong, a woman who chooses her 
obedience and acceptance. I brought the 
large reproductions of some historical pho- 
tographs that I have had for years. The the- 
ater borrowed them and displayed them in 
the lobby along with a time line that set out 
the chronology from the Massacre to the exe- 
cution of John D. Lee, the time-span of the 
play I got a program credit for this simple 
loan. 

In my Manhattan ward, I have the assign- 
ment to arrange a monthly event, usually 
away from the meetinghouse, to bring people 

together in new ways. These include lectures, 
outings, musicales, discussions, walking 
tours, and theater parties. Our most recent 
drama event had been a group trip to see 
Joyful Noise, Tim Slover's prize-winning play 
about Handel's composition of Messiah. I set 
up a date for a group to attend Two-Headed, 
advertised it, and began to collect money 

One Sunday afternoon, while the show 
was in previews, I dropped by the box office 
to purchase the pre-ordered tickets. While 
waiting for the man to process the checks 
and print the tickets, I admired the display in 
the lobby My big pictures, their rough edges 
sliced off, were beneath a clothes line on 
which were pinned some small items of do- 
mestic clothing interspersed with sheets of 
the printed chronology. Several people in the 
lobby were reading this background mate- 
rial. I read through it and then pointed out 
my pictures, loolung newly trim, to the man 
in the box office. At this point a woman I had 
never met before emerged from the comer. 
She was short with cropped dark hair, bright 
eyes, and a broad smile. This was Julie 
Jensen, the playwright. We immediately 
struck up a warm conversation. She was 
pleased with the production and thought 
that things were going well. She was in town 
for a couple of weeks while the play, which 
was scheduled for a month-long run, got es- 
tablished. I said I was bringing a group of 
Mormons later in the week. Would she be 
willing to talk to our group afterwards? She 
enthusiastically agreed. That was Sunday 

I was invited to the opening performance 
on Thursday night; I took a friend from Co- 
lumbia with me. The theater, formerly a 
church, was filled with lively, supportive 
friends, drama critics, and regular audience. I 
watched the familiar scenes, enthralled. The 
drama had advanced so far from the printed 
version I had read and from the early re- 
hearsal I had attended. The two actresses 
played the short hour and fifteen minutes 
without intermission, marking the passage of 
time with black-outs, small costume 
changes, and significant props. The emerging 
story dripped out slowly, detail by detail, 
causing occasional gasps from the audience. 
When it was over, the audience applauded 
enthusiastically for a long time. Afterward, 
many of us repaired to the cast party at the 
nearby 1050 Restaurant & Lounge on Tenth 
Avenue at Fiftieth Street. A pasta supper and 
free drinks were laid out for those attending. 
I go to lots of plays, but I seldom get invited 
to cast parties. This was a modest one, but 
there were all those New York minor sophis- 
ticates in their little black numbers, in the 
proverbial crowded, dark, noisy, smoke-filled 

Nancy Black (1812-1895), Hannah Mariah Savage (1 
Ward when this photograph was taken (c. 1864). 0' 

"Everything has contradictions 

room. A cocktail pianist thundered in one 
room and rock music blared in the other for 
a most disorienting effect. This is one of the 
real New Yorks, I thought. I met Frances 
Stemhagen and Celeste Holm at the party 

T HE next night, Friday, was our ward 
theater party, and we had about forty 
people attending. The attendance 

this night was smaller, less glamourous, but 
from my point of view, more was at stake. 
What kind of collision would my ward mem- 
bers, many of them fairly conservative, have 
when they viewed Mormons portrayed in 
this unflattering way, against the background 
of the Massacre, which is virtually never 
mentioned in our gatherings. Would they be 
shocked? Homfied? Would they even recog- 
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305), and Helvig Marie Andersen (1844-1939) sit in order of age to the right of their husband, Ira Eldredge (1810-1866), who was bishop of the Sugar House 
x l t y  that some polygamist Mormon women faced and that is considered in Two-Headed is when a husband takes a much younger woman as a plural wife. 

w wonderful when the contradictions of the Mormon female experience are turned into art." 

nize this as a Mormon story when we are all 
so used to telling our tale in terms of sacri- 
fice, persecution, heroism? I was both eager 
to see and rather apprehensive. 

In general, the Mormon reaction was pos- 
itive. People enjoyed the play One young 
man later said he was sorry that some of our 
older couples had had to listen to references 
to sexual acts. But mostly, the group accepted 
and enjoyed the play During the after-play 
discussion, Julie Jensen noted accurately, and 
with sympathy, that at the very time of the 
Massacre, the Mormons were being invaded 
by the United States army to wrest temporal 
authority from Brigham Young and that they 
no longer had a west to retreat to. She said 
that the Mormons had never done such a 
thing before or afterwards. The ward group 

made a real effort to ascertain the accuracy of 
the details. Julie noted that her information 
had come from Juanita Brooks's book Moun- 
tain Meadows Massacre, from much discus- 
sion of the incident when she was young, and 
from her own family history. She also 
volunteered that some of the more colorful 
details, such as when Laviniak father kicked 
away a weeping, bloody child rather than 
spoil the shine on his boots, were irnagned. 

For me, the play illustrates the colliding 
of faithful Mormons with the larger culture, a 
prime interest of mine. I am always watching 
how we negotiate that boundary. I have been 
around for many years of Mormon isolation 
where we lived bifurcated lives and talked to 
ourselves. I have watched the negative depic- 
tions of Mormons by national voices, where 

Mormons are those misguided zealots, op- 
pressed and conservative, who smile a lot 
and mistreat others. I have watched Presi- 
dent Hinckley's deft presentation of the 
Mormon face with his unpretentious in- 
tegrity I have dealt with many people, 
knowing that the thing they say behind my 
back is that I'm a member of the Church. 
(Oh, no! I can't believe it! She's never said 
anything about that.) 

I think we must welcome the media atten- 
tion, and more important, we must become 
part of the dialogue. We should not shun any 
depictions of Mormons. We should be there, 
and we should comment. These depictions 
are often negative. But we should not emerge 
just to complain, we should be talking all the 
time. The growing success of the Mormons is 
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''I want people to think well of the Church. But I also want us to tell our own story 
with such candor and honesty that we cannot be dismissed as special pleaders. 

1 am as two-headed as anyone." 

threatening to the greater populace, as it has 
always been. In the past, when the Mormon 
group grew too populous and politically 
powerful, the neighbors raised their guns 
and drove them away Now the Church 
threatens growth and power on a global 
basis. Sociologist Rodney Stark's homfylng 
projection that Church membership might 
reach 268 million members in this century is 
pretty frightening. Average citizens are even 
now alarmed at Mormon growth and enthu- 
siasm. We can certainly expect some negative 
feedback. For example, it is said that nothing 
in the history of the town of Hanison, New 
York, has so united the people as opposition 

to the Mormon temple. 
Julie Jensen's play is not negative; it is 

even handed and historically accurate. She 
notes that the specific of the play is universal. 
Its themes are "friendship, living with the 
sins of onek father, and the way women make 
accommodations to deal with the reality of 
their lives." Jensen has taught play writing at 
five colleges. She plans to move to Los 
Angeles soon to be a full-time playwright. 
She always writes about strong female char- 
acters, she says, combining humor with se- 
rious topics. She writes short, potent, 
fast-moving stories. I loved the play I think 
the very ambivalence of the views presented, 

an ambivalence all Mormon women I know 
display from time to time, is the real truth. 
Everything has contradictions. How won- 
derful when the contradictions of the 
Mormon female experience are turned into 
art. 

Some reviewers found the play alien, with 
unattractive characters "who have nothing in 
common, short of the fact that neither 
woman really has anyone else." They found 
the story unfamiliar and virtually meaning- 
less. One encapsulated the story by saylng 
the women live in a "harsh, polygamous so- 
ciety" that in 1857 "perpetrated a brutal mas- 
sacre, killing 127 people who did not share 
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their . . . religious beliefs." But David DeWitt 
in the influential New York Times praised 
Jensen's script for its "gentle, poetic allure," 
which was "wonderfully realized." For him, 
"Ms. Jensen's two heads make an elegant and 
meaningful whole." 

On the next day, Saturday, the panel dis- 
cussion, "Private Truths and Public Silences: 
Women and Mormonism," followed the 
matinee. Bonnie Anderson, professor of his- 
tory at Brooklyn College, moderated the 
panel, which included: Sarah Gordon, a pro- 
fessor at the University of Pennsylvania Law 
School whose book, The Constitution of 
Faith: Mam'age, Mormonism and the 
Meaning of Liberty, will soon be published; 
Barbara Welter, a professor of history at 
Hunter College who conceptualized the influ- 
ential "Cult of True Womanhood; Julie 
Jensen; and me. Each spoke for a few minutes 
and then we took questions. I explained why I 
considered the play right on target from my 
point of view as a Mormon and as a scholar. 
The areas I spoke about were ambiguity, vio- 
lence, and sisterhood. What I remember 
about my presentation, however, was a single 
sentence in which I tried to identify myself as 
knowledgeable, but devoted. In other words, 
I am devoted despite some knowledge, and I 
recognize the tension in that. I said, "I think I 
know all the negative things anyone could say 
about the Church, and I love it still." Was that 
a mistake? Should I have been cooler? Was 
that too close to "my country right or wrong?" 
The sentence felt right at the time, but if the 
episode should be repeated, I don't think I 
would say it again. Mormons are just too 
"other" to be publicly espoused, particularly 
by scholars. Did I automatically lose currency 
by admitting affection for the faith of my 
mothers and fathers? Why is it that Blacks and 
Jews, women and gays, are assumed to be the 
only people who can speak for their group 
while Mormons are not trusted to do so? 

HE Two-Headed experience was lots 
of fun for me. As a person who long 
ago had theatrical ambitions, I got a 

little closer to grease paint and curtain calls 
than usual. But the experience was most in- 
teresting and valuable to me when I inter- 
acted across the Mormon/non-Momon line 
and watched myself doing it. I want people 
to think well of the Church. I also want us to 
tell our own story with such candor and hon- 
esty that we cannot be dismissed as special 
pleaders. I am as two-headed as anyone. B 

To comment on this article, or to read 
comments by others, visit our website: 
~unstoneonline.co111>. 

IMMERSION 
Beside the swimming pool's glancing 
reflections Brad waits while 
his companion and Birgitta dress 
in white. The moist air reeks of chlorine. 

Elder Dahl, an older missionary, 
jokes, "You always know what 
a missionary is by where he looks 
when a girl comes out of the water." 

Elder Groberg, barefoot, clad in white, 
pads across the night of the high-ceilinged room. 
Then Birgitta, with hair the color of wheat, 
glides across the tile. When she raises 
a hand to smooth errant tresses, 
her robe glows like wings. 
Reflections dance as they descend. 
Brad's companion utters 
the raised-arm prayer, lowers 
her into the crystal grave 
for the only birth a man can give. 

They drag back to the edge 
and up the steps while weighted 
water flows from their clothes. 
Their white's so radiant Brad wonders 
if someone brightened the lights. 
Sister Andersson wraps 
Birgitta in a heavy towel, 
guides her, trailing water, 
to the dressing room. 

Again in heavy coats, they shake 
hands, walk cobbled streets through 
the winter night. Elder Groberg's face 
seems washed with joy Brad gauges 
his way through the darkness, 
wonders if others noticed 
the blue flowers scattered 
under her wet white robe. 

-MIKAL LOFGREN 
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