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 Religion is one of the most deep-seated characteristics of human life, 

personally and institutionally; thus, religion leaves distinctive imprints on 

the cultural landscapes of North America. The immigration laws of Canada 

and United States, in particular, have embraced diversity of religion as a 

hallmark of human rights. The United States makes the most explicit 

guarantee of religious freedom. The First Amendment to the U.S. 

Constitution states ñCongress shall make no law respecting an 

establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or 

abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press; or the right of the people 

peaceably to assemble, and to petition the government for a redress of 

grievances.ò Although religious freedom is practiced in northern European 

countries today, the Lutheran Church is still the only officially recognized 

religion, in Germany and Sweden for example, for which the government 

collects church taxes. Freedom to practice religion as a legal right is a 

relatively new idea and rarely codified in law. Only in 1948 did the United 

Nations declare religious freedom to be a universal human right.  

 Despite the lack of a constitution protecting religious freedom in 

Canada, the federal government has generally been more tolerant of 

religious groups than the USA, certainly in the nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries. Most Hutterites fled the USA when the U. S. 

government required them to fight in World War I. Other political pacifists 

have found a home in Canada, such as the Dukabors in British Columbia 

who periodically burn all their possessions: clothing, houses, and barns. 

Even when religious beliefs are in conflict, the government shows great 

tolerance, as was the case with the first Sikh Royal Canadian Mounted 

Police officer who was permitted to wear a turban instead of the regulation 

hat.  

 Historically (from 1917 to 1991), Mexico's Constitution discriminated 

against the Roman Catholic Church as an institution, but not against 

individual Catholics, because the Church not only did not support the 

Revolution of 1917 but also was associated with the oppression of the 

peasants by the landed elites. The 1917 Constitution prohibited religious 

instruction in schools (Article 3), prohibited religious instruction outside of 

churches (Article 24), withheld legal recognition from churches, denied 

clergy members political rights, and regulated religious political activity 

(Article 130). But by 1988 the Constitution of the Mexico had been 

changed: ñEvery person is free to profess the religious beliefs that please 

him/her and to practice the respective ceremonies, devotions or worship acts 

in temples or churches (Article 24).ò In 1992, the Mexican government 

even re-established diplomatic relations with the Holy See (the Vatican in 

Rome). Despite the anti- and pro-Catholic events throughout Mexicoôs 

history, Mexicans remain overwhelmingly practicing Roman Catholics and 

their cultural landscapes reflect this in the form of churches, from modest to 

grand, pilgrimage sites, and religious celebrations throughout the year. 

 Religious freedom is the raison dôetre of Canada and the United States 

today, expressed in their laws and the practices of the many religious groups 

which characterized these two settler colonies, in contrast to the 

homogeneous Spanish land empire in Mexico. Religious landscapes are 

critical in two ways: how specific religious groups interact with each other 

and how governments enforce tolerance or practice discrimination and 

persecution.  

 In the USA, Christians represent 85 percent of the population of which 

Roman Catholics are 21 percent; in Canada, Christians account for 80 

percent of all people of which 42 percent are Roman Catholics; in Mexico, 

Christians represent 96 percent of the population of which 94 percent are 

Roman Catholics (University of Virginia Library, Religious Freedom, 

2005). 
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 Religious group tolerance of others. Religious freedom means 

freedom to worship and practice religion without restricting the freedom of 

other groups. Placing specific religious icons, for example, on personal and 

institutional private properties is in keeping with such a concept of religious 

freedom. But placing specific religious icons, such as crosses on mountain 

tops and tablets of the Ten Commandments on public grounds (city, county, 

and national parks) and in public buildings (city halls, courthouses, and 

schools) is not in keeping with religious freedom. For religious freedom to 

have any real meaning, people must at least tolerate, and ideally, appreciate, 

other religious views, behaviors, and landscapes. Tolerance is about 

accepting differences; domination is about persecution and 

simplification . Ironically, the historical intolerance towards Roman 

Catholics by many Protestant groups in the United States has re-emerged in 

new forms. Since the 1970s, Far Right Evangelical groups have tried to 

impose their religious views about life and death on others -- regarding 

abortion, family planning, divorce, teenage pregnancy, medical research, 

and euthanasia. Noah Feldman (2005) argues that the debate today is 

between two groups: ñlegal secularists,ò who want the law to make 

government Godless, and ñvalues evangelicals,ò who insist the religion is 

relevant to political life. Initially, nobody objected to public schools 

teaching the Bible, but when the Irish immigrants wanted to use their 

Catholic version, Republicans came up with a series of provisions to ban 

public money from helping teach ñpopish nonsense.òAs so often happens, 

groups who seek freedom for themselves often destroy this freedom for 

others once they have power -- becoming the very persecutors from whom 

they escaped in the past. Religious groups must exercise ñprincipled 

toleranceò -- practicing their religious beliefs while allowing others to do so 

as well. 

 Government (in)tolerance of religious groups. Religious freedom is 

always defined within circumscribed cultural contexts. Governments play 

critical roles in creating the laws and practices as they relate to religious 

groups. Governments normally impose dominant views of religious 

acceptance ï whether during the Reformation in Europe or nineteenth 

century USA. The persecution of Anabaptists by the Lutheran Church, 

which itself had fought battles with the Roman Catholic Church, resulted in 

groups like the Amish and Hutterites seeking religious freedom in the USA 

and Canada. Some religious practices -- full -body and adult baptisms -- are 

tolerated. However, during times of war, governments usually will not 

accept other religious practices, such as passivism to refuse service in the 

military. Governments also systematically violate other religious practices 

when they pertain to such practices as polygamy and refuse health care 

services for minors (blood transfusions, e.g.). In this chapter, two very 

different religious groups, Mormons and Roman Catholics, are examined 

for their imprints on the cultural landscapes of North America. 

 

Part I. Utopian Religious Groups in the United States 

 The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter -day Saints, or Mormon 

Church, is the most successful of the many U. S. separatist religious and 

utopian communities from the nineteenth century, measured by endurance, 

number of members, and wealth. During the early nineteenth century, 

Western New York was a hot bed of many religious personalities and their 

followers (Cross 1950). Although Joseph Smith was a minor figure among 

the evangelistic groups in this Burned-Over Region, he convinced his 

family members and others to join him in creating a new religion, the 

Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints ï even though Josephôs father 

was a Methodist, and his mother and elder brother were Presbyterians.  

 Joseph Smith, despite his religious visions, was an eminently practical 

man. He combined appeals to reason and self-interest and expected all 

laymen to participate in the priesthood of the church. This democratic 

conception paralleled the controversies over clerical influence in most of the 

sects of Western New York. And while other evangelists emphasized 

salvation through personal suffering, Smithôs ideas about earthly and 

heavenly society were based on physical comfort and earthly abundance 

(Cross 1950). The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, or the LDS 

Church for short, was officially established in 1830. The term Mormon is 

more commonly used by outsiders. 

 The first of many sacred places for the Saints, 

as Mormons also call themselves, is Palmyra, 

New York, where the Smith family lived and 

where in 1827 the Angel Moroni gave Joseph 

Smith golden tablets which he translated from 

Reform Egyptian into the Book of Mormon, 

another testament of Jesus Christ. Fourteen 

centuries earlier the Angel Moroni had written 

down the history of the New World wars between 

the Nephites (who lost) and the Lamanites (the 

Indians of North America today) who slaughtered 

230,000 Nephites. Mormons believe that this 

gigantic battle took place on Hill Cumorah, near 

Palmyra. A U.S. flag and a large statute of the Angel Moroni (Photo: Ingolf 
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Vogeler) stand on top of this glacial drumlin. Since 1937, for seven nights 

in July, more than 100,000 Saints and a few curious assemble on the slope 

below this statute for "The Cumorah Pageant: America's Witness for 

Christ." For two hours, the audience is shown a dramatic reenactment of the 

Book of Mormon. An enormous 10-level stage, twelve-tower lighting, state-

of-the-art sound system, and a costumed cast of over 650 volunteers 

perform. It claims to be the world's greatest outdoor theatrical productions 

with upwards of 100,000 visitors per year. 

 

 

Figure 3-I-1. Major historic Mormon sites are spread cross the United 

States, as Mormons voluntarily and forcibly moved from Upstate New 

York to the Utah Territory.  

 

 Compared with other Christians, Mormons had/have rather unusual 

beliefs and practices, among them the restoration of Christianity, baptism of 

the dead, eternal families, mandatory tithing (10 percent of gross personal 

incomes), the Book of Mormon, living prophets, all males are priests, two-

year missionary work, and in the past, polygamy. They also drink no 

alcohol and ñhotò drinks (coffee and tea) nor do they use tobacco products. 

The revelations of Joseph Smith and of other Mormon leaders are contained 

in The Doctrine and Covenants -- the unique set of principles to which 

Mormons must adhere (Mormons 2005). The distinctive views and 

practices of Mormons led to religious and political confrontations with their 

neighbors and resulted in a series of moves from Western New York to 

Ohio, Missouri, Illinois, and finally, for most of the Mormons, to the Great 

Basin in what would become the state of Utah (Figure 3-I-1). 

 Only a few of these distinctive aspects of Mormonism resulted in 

special cultural landscapes. The Kirtland Temple  in Ohio and the master 

plan and Temple at Nauvoo, Illinois, were the earliest cultural landscape 

markers of the Mormon Church. Joseph Smith and others designed the 

Kirtland Temple and layout of Nauvoo, which was based on Smith's 

concept of the City of Zion with grid-iron streets and houses with adjoining 

gardens. The highest hill was reserved for the temple which visually 

expressed Nauvooôs religious and social priorities. From 1839 until 1846, 

Nauvoo grew to over 2,500 homes and about 12,000 people. Streets were 

surveyed three rods wide within city boundaries. Gardens on city lots 

produced vegetables, herbs, fruits, and berries. But in 1844 Joseph Smith 

and his brother were assassinated and the Mormon Temple was burned. By 

1846, the largest group of Mormons (70,000 or 40 percent), led by 

Brigham Young, migrated to the Great Basin in the Mexican territory, later 

to become the Utah Territory in 1850 with Young being appointed 

governor. The Saints wanted to name the territory Deseret, meaning 

honeybee, from the Book of Mormon. Here, Mormons hoped to insulate 

themselves from further harassment, antagonism, and persecution and 

establish their utopian religious kingdom. Earlier and in the Midwest, 

Mormons had created temples and even a city, Nauvoo, but only when they 

arrived in Utah did they create extensive regional cultural landscapes. 

 Smith's wife and children and their followers remained in Nauvoo, IL, 

where they formed the Reorganized Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day 

Saints -- note the different spelling. It is now called the Community of 

Christ  with 250,000 followers and is headquartered in Independence, 

Missouri (Figure 3-I-1). For outsiders, Mormons are synonymous with the 

Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (LDS) and most are unaware of 

other Mormon sects, such as the Community of Christ and polygamist 

groups like the True and Living Church of Jesus Christ of Saints of the 

Last Days in the Western United States. 

 Polygamy, or plural marriage as the LDS Church called it, has always 

been the most distinctive feature of Mormons, especially as perceived by 

outsiders. Joseph Smith, the founder of the Mormon Church, married at 

least 33 women, and probably 48 -- he was very secretive about his practice 

in the beginning. The youngest of his wives was just 14 years old when 
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Smith explained to her that God had commanded that she marry him or face 

eternal damnation. When Smith was murdered in Nauvoo, IL, most (95 

percent) of the Mormons did not know that their prophet had married more 

than one wife and that he believed plural marriage to be one of the most 

crucial keys to gaining entry into the Kingdom of Heaven. His revelation of 

plural marriage was only communicated many years after he had received 

instruction from God. In his lifetime, Smith received 135 revelations that 

were canonized in The Doctrine and Covenants. In Section 132 of The 

Doctrine and Covenants, Smith revealed his 1843 revelation about plural 

marriage. Brigham Young, on the other hand, had only one revelation: how 

to organize the wagon train for their migration to Utah. 

 Within the Church, the anti-polygamists and polygamists were 

split over the successor. Brigham Young, who represented the polygamists, 

convinced a large number of the Mormons to move to Utah. Brigham 

Young had at least 20 wives, perhaps as many as 57 wives, and he sired an 

estimated 57 children.  

 Anti-Mormon writers viewed polygamy as one of the greatest 

social ills affecting the U.S. in the nineteenth century, as significant as 

slavery. Although the Utah Territory met the requirement for statehood 

within a few years after initial settlement, Congress used the "polygamy 

question" to deny statehood until 1896. By then the Mormon Church had 

officially rescinded polygamy. Utah gave women the vote in 1870, but it 

was taken away from them by the federal Edmunds-Tucker Act of 1882. 

This Act allowed the federal government to prosecute Mormons not only 

for engaging in polygamy but also for "unlawful" cohabitation. In addition, 

the Act stated that the "right to vote, hold office and sit on juries in the 

Territory of Utah be confined to those who neither practice nor uphold 

polygamy." The federal government actively prosecuted polygamists 

throughout the 1880s. According to Shipps (2000), "So many Mormon men 

were brought to trial and imprisoned that Mormon culture almost 

collapsed." Federal lawyers initiated a series of legal actions which were 

meant to bankrupt the Mormon Church. With a favorable 19 May 1890 

Supreme Court ruling concerning the Act, the federal government could 

seize church property legally! Many Mormon leaders left their wives and 

families to fend for themselves and hid out in the mountains or fled to 

Mexico or Canada (Morin and Guelke 1998). 

 For people in nineteenth-century United States, Mormons and 

polygamists were essentially synonymous. For Mormons, polygamy was 

never a majority practice, but a matter of religious faith. Mormon settlers in 

Utah, who lived in isolated autonomy, were able to construct a legal, social, 

and economic society that allowed polygamy to flourish. It was the 

centerpiece of Mormon society, around which everything else -- marriage 

law, economic interaction, social hierarchy, inheritance, and local politics -- 

was built. The U. S. government felt threatened by polygamy. Despite the 

unconditional constitutional freedom of religion, U. S. government used 

polygamy to keep Utah out of the Union (until 1896) and to destroy 

Mormon political power. In seeking to end the practice of and support for 

polygamy, the federal government wanted to remove a defining element of 

Mormon religion and bring Mormons into the mainstream and under its 

control. The U.S. Supreme Court, Congress, and popular opinion approved 

of such discriminatory tactics as harsh criminal prosecutions, 

disenfranchisement, and disincorporation of the LDS Church (Kokiasmenos 

2004). In response to the federal governmentôs persecution, the Mormon 

Church was faced with two options: 1) maintain polygamy and have the 

Church exterminated and its properties seized, or 2) eliminate polygamy 

and survive. Conveniently, in 1890 the fourth president of the Church had a 

revelation that polygamy should be suspended -- known as the ñGreat 

Accommodation." Despite their public statements to the contrary, for the 

next two decades Mormons were advised by their leaders to continue their 

practice of plural marriages. Top leaders secretly performed numerous 

polygamist marriages.  

 An estimated 30,000 to 100,000 Mormon polygamists still live in 

Western Canada, U.S. West, and Mexico (Krakauer 2003). Although the 

LDS Church has rejected plural marriages, antique, fundamentalist, or 

original Mormons, as they call themselves, live in and around Bountiful, 

Br itish Columbia, Manti  and Hildale in Utah, and in Colorado City, on 

the Arizona-Utah line, where 10,000 people are almost exclusively 

members of Mormon polygamist communities. The largest polygamist 

community is the Fundamentalist Church of Jesus Christ of Latter 

Saints (FLDS), which owns most of the land in the town. They continue to 

believe that Section 132 of The Doctrine and Covenants requires the 

practice of plural marriages to enter the Kingdom of Heaven. Colorado City 

has no hotel, bar, or café, only a post office and a small store. The clothing 

of members is different from non-members. Men wear long-sleeve shirts 

and women wear long dresses. Because of legal disputes, FLDS houses are 

distinguished by high fences and ñNo Trespassingò signs.  

 Despite the Mormonôs much maligned belief and practice of 

polygamy, other aspects of their social beliefs and practices were not 

attacked by the media and the federal government. Brigham Young 

institutionalized racism within the LDS. Under his leadership, Utah became 



 Critical Cultural Landscapes Chapter 3 -- Religious Landscapes  5 

a slave territory and supported the Confederacy during the Civil War. 

Blacks were banned from the priesthood and inter-racial marriages were 

prohibited. Only in 1978 did the President of the Church have a revelation 

that the LDS was open to all races!  

 The LDS provides a good example of a religious group which 

transformed itself from a mid-nineteenth-century progressive utopian 

religious group to a contemporary mainstream conservative establishment 

church. The early Mormon Church believed in and encouraged ñplural 

marriage,ò minted their own money, and made their own laws -- all of 

which are forbidden by the LDS Church today.  

 The specific beliefs and practices of religious groups -- in this case, 

polygamy and racism within the LDS Church -- raise the thorny issue of the 

limits of religious freedom. What kinds and how many religious freedoms, 

for that matter any kind of freedoms, should a society allow and tolerate? 

The LDS Church provides a critical case study of the actual versus the 

espoused values and meanings of U.S. legal and social history. Such 

discussions and debates must be on-going in pluralistic and democratic 

societies. 

 

Mormon Landscapes in Utah 

 As a nineteenth-century utopian religious group, the Mormons 

created their initial distinctive cultural landscape in Nauvoo, Illinois. But 

only when they settled in the Salt Lake Valley could they create their 

idealized religious place on earth. Here they created the most extensive and 

longest-lived cultural landscapes, full of religious meanings and practical 

needs. Despite their quest for a safe religious homeland, many of the 

distinctive Mormon landscape features were the results of practical 

considerations in their new environments: lack of water for homes and 

fields, spatial isolation, and natural catastrophes of weather and pests. 

Although Mormon families, practicing single or plural marriages, lived in 

their own farmsteads in villages, they worked cooperatively when needed to 

bring in the harvest or help their neighbors. 

 Although the U.S. Census does not collect data on religion, the 

Glenmary Research Center (2005) does. Figure 3-I-2 shows that the initial 

concentration of Mormon settlers in Utah still persists. But since World 

War II, a significant number of non-Mormons have settled in the largest 

urban areas of Utah, such as Salt Lake County, where the percentage of 

Mormons is now lower than in the past and in the surrounding counties, 

north and south of Salt Lake City (Figure 3-I-3).  

 Approximately 73 percent of the people in Utah are members of the 

Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. Salt Lake City is less than 40 

percent Mormon. In 1996, the eight Intermountain States contained less 

than 6 percent of the nation's total population, but included 52 percent of 

U.S. Mormons. Weekly church attendance for Mormons in the 

Intermountain West is much higher (70 percent) than for Mormons 

elsewhere in the nation ï 40 percent, similar to other conservative churches. 

 

 

Figure 3-I-2. The Church of 

Jesus Christ of Latter-day 

Saints is still concentrated in 

and around Utah (in 2000), its 

original nineteenth-century 

core, despite it now being a 

world-wide religion with 

about 11 million members (as 

of 2004). Source: Jon Kilpinen 

(2005), Valparaiso University, 

drew this map based on data 

from the Glenmary Research 

Center (2005). 

 

 

 

Salt Lake City, Utah: Center of the LDS Church 

 In the past and today, the LDS Church dominates Salt Lake City -- 

economically, politically, and certainly visually -- illustrated particularly 

well by Temple Square (Figure 3-I-4 ). The spatial layout of Salt Lake City 

was similar to the master plan for Nauvoo. Shortly after Brigham Young 

arrived, the Saints began to lay out Salt Lake City, using a pattern that they 

would follow in subsequent settlements. A ten-acre block just west of 

Brigham's house was designated the Temple Block (Temple Square ) where 

the Saints first held religious services, and built the tabernacle and various 

public buildings. Construction of the Salt Lake Temple was begun in 1853. 

Commencing at the southeast corner of Temple Square (currently South 
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Temple and Main Street), the base line and principal meridian for all 

surveys in most of Utah, the pioneers marked out the city in ten-acre city 

blocks, which in turn were subdivided into one-and-a-quarter -acre town 

lots. Each family was allotted one of these lots where livestock were kept 

and gardens tended. Reflecting New England and European settlement 

models, Mormons lived in compact villages, where they built houses, barns 

and sheds for domestic animals, and planted vegetable, fruit, and flower  

gardens. They dug ditches to direct mountain streams along streets for 

 

 
Figure 3-I-3. The map of Mormons in Utah counties shows considerable 

variation. The highest percentages of Mormons currently are found north 

and south of the historic core of Salt Lake County, where Salt Lake City is 

located. Source: Ingolf  Vogeler, based on data from Otterstrom and 

Sanders 2003. 

 

irrigation and household use (Utah History To Go 2005). The width of 

streets was determined by Brigham Young who wanted a team of oxen to 

turn around on a street without backing them up; hence, forty -four-yard 

wide streets.  

 Under Brigham Young's direction, cooperative teams were 

assigned to dig ditches and canals to irrigate crops and to furnish water to 

homes. Other brigades fenced residential areas, built roads, cut timber, and 

set up shops. Other groups selected new locations for settlements and 

helped place people in the best areas. Still others were sent on missions to 

proselytize in the United States, Europe, or the Pacific (Arrington 2005). 

 In 1870 more than 90 percent of Salt Lake's 12,000 residents were 

Mormons. Whether Mormons converts came from the Midwest or from 

Western Europe (England or Denmark), they came to the Great Basin not as 

individualists committed to the capitalistic ethos but as communally-

oriented Latter-day Saints ready to build Zion.  
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Figure 3-I-4.  The diagram shows Temple Square and its LDS associated 

buildings. The photo shows the Tabernacle (the rounded shaped building 

on the far left), the Salt Lake Temple, and the LDS office building. Source: 

Ingolf Vogeler. 

  

 The LDS Church has two welfare programs for providing food and 

jobs. First, Mormons are expected to forgo two meals a month and donate 

the cost of the food to a local fund for the needy -- ñfast-offering.ò This 

gives each (relatively small) congregation over $50,000 to spend a year. 

With 3,600 congregations in Utah alone, the system produces nearly $200 

million annually: about a fifth of what Utah's state government spends on 

welfare, and almost as much as it spends on health. All the money stays 

with the congregations and is distributed by bishops, who are volunteer 

laymen. Second, the Church runs a number of farms, canneries, and other 

commercial companies in Utah. Welfare Square in Salt Lake City 

epitomizes the Mormon welfare system (Figure 3-I-5). Instituted during the 

Great Depression, Welfare Square contains a grain elevator (Figure 3-I-6), 

storehouse, bakery, cannery, dairy processing plant, thrift store, and 

employment center ï all of which are based on the Mormon principles of 

self-reliance, helping its members, and the poor. As of 2000, the LDS 

Church operated 109 storehouses, 102 canneries, 167 employment resource 

centers, 47 Deseret Industries thrift stores, 63 family services offices, 73 

priesthood-managed production projects, and 20 processing and distribution 

facilities (LDS, Newsroom 2005). No other church has been as directly  

involved in providing material supplies to its members in time of need. 

These activities create distinctive land uses and landscape features unique to 

the LDS Church. 

 

 

Figure 3-I-5. The sign for Welfare 

Square, Salt Lake City, Utah, indicates 

the variety of services provide. The 

Bishopsô storehouse provides free food, 

household supplies, and clothing for 

needy Mormons. Photo: Ingolf Vogeler. 

 

 

Figure 3-I-6. The landmark 

grain silos of Welfare Square 

are visible from Temple Square. 

Photo: Ingolf Vogeler. 

 

 

 Mormons believe that religious calamities will occur and that they need 

to be prepared for this by having a year's supply of food and water in their 

homes. ñSelf-relianceò stores in Utah offer such supplies (Figure 3-I-7). 
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Figure 3-I-7. This store in 

southern Utah sells dried and 

canned foods, other supplies, 

and bottled water to Mormons 

who believe that each family 

should have a yearôs worth of 

such supplies at home. Photo: 

Ingolf Vogeler. 

 

 The LDS Church is strongly hierarchical, mirrored in its personal 

and spatial organizational structure -- temples, stakes, and wards. In 

addition, the LDS has a professional staff of architects and designers, 

headquartered in Salt Lake City, who have created standard building plans, 

designs, and specifications, and established procedures for construction and 

expenditures. Consequently, LDS temples and chapels have very 

recognizable designs. In 1923 the Church Architectural Department began 

furnishing plans for meetinghouses and seminary buildings. Over the next 

decade, about 350 chapels and 35 seminary buildings were constructed from 

these plans, mostly red-brick buildings with colonial style features. By 

1965, a new Church Building Committee continued to prepare detailed 

standardized plans and specifications, including color schemes and 

landscape designs, for virtually all new buildings (Anderson 2005). 

 Temples are sacred buildings where only the most sacred rites and 

rituals are performed. After their dedication only faithful members of the 

Church may enter to participate in religious ceremonies that reach beyond 

mortality, such as baptisms on behalf of deceased ancestors and eternal 

marriage (LDS, Temples 2005; LDS Church Temples 2005). Temples are 

always built out of the finest materials. Currently, the LDS Church has 117 

temples world-wide, with 11 in Utah alone (Figure 3-I-8), and another 10 

planned in 40 countries. 

 The geographical center of the LDS Church is Temple Square in 

Salt Lake City, the site of the most important Mormon temple in the world. 

Mormons from around the world make ñpilgrimagesò to this temple. 

Gentiles, as Mormons call non-Mormons, cannot enter this holiest of places 

nor any of the other temples. Ideally, Mormons would like to get married 

here, and many do. Temple Square also houses, in separate buildings, the 

genealogy library for Mormons to find people who have died but who can 

still be converted to the Church after their death. These conversions take 

place in temples. Officially, after-death baptisms are now restricted to 

immediate family members, although reports of ñfamousò people (e.g., 

Albert Einstein) and Jewish holocaust victims being converted continues.  

 Stake houses hold the offices of the Stake Presidency and High 

Council, and facilities that individual Wards cannot afford, for example, 

baptismal fonts. Stakes contain five to seven wards and about 2,000 people. 

Stakes are roughly equivalent to Catholic dioceses. 

 In ward chapels, Mormons hold Sunday services, and throughout 

the week, social and recreational activities such as Boy Scout meetings. A 

Ward is roughly equivalent to a Catholic parish. Wards usually have 75 to 

100 families, or about 300 people. Membership in a ward or stake is usually 

decided geographically, although special wards and stakes for singles, 

servicemen, and students also exist. Chapels or meetinghouses are plain, 

secular buildings, open to members and non-members alike. These 

buildings have very similar designs, because they have been designed by 

church architects, although they do vary over time. In keeping with 

Mormon beliefs, chapels lack all the common religious icons and images of 

Protestant and Catholic churches: no crosses, no sacred paintings, no 

stained windows, and no bell towers, although most chapels do have small, 

simple steeples. 

 The historical Mormon settlements in Utah were distinctive in U.S. 

history and remain so today, in ever diminishing expressions. The major 

Mormon landscape elements in Utah are identify and illustrated here. 



 Critical Cultural Landscapes Chapter 3 -- Religious Landscapes  9 

 

Figure 3-I-8. Utah alone 

has 11 Mormon temples; 

some dating back to 

pioneer times and other 

just recently built. 

Although the Mormon 

Church had its origin in 

the United States, its 

temples resemble 

architectural styles of 

Northern Europe. Photos: 

Ingolf Vogeler. 

 
  Salt Lake Temple, Utah                    Manti Temple, Utah 

 Cardinally-oriented grid-patterned farm villages are still very 

evident. Typical of Mormon villages and towns, the city blocks in St. 

George are uniformly square with a north-south orientation (Figure 3-I-9). 

St. George, the largest town in southern Utah, was named after the Mormon 

Apostle George A. Smith, first cousin of Joseph Smith, founder of the 

Mormon Church. This Mormon settlement has six chapels (one for each 

ward) and one temple (built in 1871). The oldest temple in Utah is the Salt 

Lake Temple dating from 1893. 

 
Figure 3-I-9. On topographic maps, the USGS marks all religious 

buildings with crosses, whether or not they actually have crosses 

on them. Mormon religious buildings have no crosses on the 

outside and inside. Source: St. George Quad, 1:24,000. 

 Wide streets in settlements -- whether in Salt Lake City, small towns, 

or rural villages -- are still very evident. Streets are unusually wide, 

sometimes as much as 88 feet (Figure 3-I-10). 

 
Figure 3-I-10. Spring Cityôs wide streets are typical of nineteenth-

century planned Mormon agricultural and small-town settlements 

http://www.uwec.edu/Geography/Ivogeler/w188/utopian/mormon1.htm
http://www.uwec.edu/Geography/Ivogeler/w188/utopian/photos2003Mormon/wide-street.JPG
http://www.uwec.edu/Geography/Ivogeler/w188/utopian/photos2003Mormon/springcity-wide-street.JPG
http://www.uwec.edu/Geography/Ivogeler/w188/utopian/mormon3.htm
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throughout Utah and adjacent states. Photo: Ingolf Vogeler. 

 Large square blocks in villages are still very evident. Ideally, each 

block has four farms with irrigation ditches running alongside the wide 

roads (Figure 3-I-11). 

 
Figure 3-I-11. An idealized block shows the major buildings and land uses 

in a Mormon village. Source: Ingolf Vogeler. 

 I -style farmhouses (or ñNauvoo housesò) -- common in the 

Midwestern states of Iowa, Illinois, and Indiana during pioneer times -- are 

now largely relic; replaced by white clapboard ranch-style houses. In the 

past, two-story, one-room-wide farmhouses were built of fired red or yellow 

bricks, or earlier from adobe, with symmetric floor plans, of the central-hall 

type (Figure 3-I-12). 

 
Figure 3-I-12. I-style houses were commonly called ñMormonò or 

ñpolygamyò houses because of the two front doors: one for each 

wife! Photo: Ingolf Vogeler. 

 Unpainted farm buildings are almost completely gone, because 

the specialization of farming renders most farm buildings useless (Figure 3-

I-13). Simple rectangular pitched-roof barns with adjoining sheds on one or 

both sides were common, as were open hay-barns. 

 

http://www.uwec.edu/Geography/Ivogeler/w188/utopian/mormon2.htm
http://www.uwec.edu/Geography/Ivogeler/w188/utopian/mormon2.htm

