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Megan Sanborn Jones is an associate professor in the Department of Theatre and Media 
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Among ritual scholars, there is a growing appreciation for the relationship between ritual 
experience and performance. With this in mind, Megan Sanborn Jones examines the ritual-
ized nature of pageants in LDS history and practice, particularly in the manner by which 
they standardize LDS concepts of individuality and community. Though her model is the 
1997 Sesquicentennial Spectacular, no doubt the reader will gain insight into other LDS 
pageants, such as the Manti Temple Pageant, the Hill Cumorah Pageant, the Days of ’47 
Parade in Salt Lake City, and even the pageantry performed on a stake or ward level. —DB

Communities are to be distinguished, not by their falsity/genuiness, 
but by the style in which they are imagined.

—Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities

On July 24, 1997, an audience of over sixty-five thousand people 
gathered at Brigham Young University’s Cougar Stadium in Provo, 

Utah, to watch the Sesquicentennial Spectacular, Faith in Every Footstep, 
and celebrate the “remarkable pioneer heritage” shared by “all the citi-
zens of this state.”1 This multimillion-dollar production was performed 
the next night to another sold-out stadium and was broadcast over the 
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Church satellite system to Church buildings across the world. The trans-
mission of the event was intended to unite all members of The Church 
of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints with the same pioneer spirit that is 
celebrated annually on the state holiday Pioneer Day in Utah. In turn, the 
pioneer spirit shared in the broadcast pageant would serve as the basis 
for the construction of a global Mormon community.

Mormon pageants attempt to fix Mormon identity into a unified 
worldwide community through the ritualized articulation of the mis-
sion of the Church. However, pageants frequently present a complex and 
often contradictory representation of that community. Homi Bhaba, in 
The Location of Culture, suggests that cultural identity is a metaphor that 
exists within shifting dynamic space rather than being an ideology that 
is static and easily locatable. This notion of a metaphor resonates with 
Mormon pageants, where the spectacular elements serve as a visual sym-
bol of the more abstract notions of specific doctrinal beliefs and a reli-
gious identity. Mormon pageants create a sense of community by crossing 
borders such as spiritual versus secular, global versus local, and efficacy 
versus entertainment and creating a unified vision of Mormon commu-
nity. The result is an imagined Mormon community formed through per-
formance that is global in its substance, but American in its style.

The Sesquicentennial Spectacular of 1997 was indeed spectacular. 
Set on four stages and a five-hundred-foot “Mormon Trail,” lit by one 
hundred and twenty automatic light fixtures, and with sound coming 
from thirty-two speaker clusters, it involved a twelve-thousand-person 
cast who performed around campfires, maypoles, and dancing-water 
fountains, with three thousand balloons, six hundred flags, two hundred 
confetti cannons, fourteen handcarts, and a wagon train, all under a sky 
of fireworks.

Ann Seamons, the cochair of the weekend’s events (which included 
dance performances, a specially constructed living-history museum, 
work stations for family history, and the rendezvous site for the hun-
dreds of participants in a Mormon Trek reenactment) commented, “This 
truly was a celebration of the Savior. It was for the pioneers, but it was 
because of Him that they came.”2 Seamons’s statement is more complex 
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that it may seem at first glance. She assesses the sesquicentennial events 
as a celebration and identifies the cause of the celebration with the Savior 
through the more primary celebration of the pioneers’ arrival in Salt Lake 
City one hundred and fifty years earlier. For her, celebrating the one is 
celebrating the other. Her use of the pronoun “they” slips between refer-
ents—both the pioneers of the past who came to Utah because of their 
commitment to their religion (the Savior) and, by extension, the audi-
ences attending the Sesquicentennial Spectacular who came to the show 
to celebrate the Savior. Considering the extravagance of the weekend, the 
notion that audience members actually had Jesus Christ in mind seems 
unlikely. But for Latter-day Saint audiences, particularly those from the 
Intermountain West, the intersection of spectacular theatrics and deep 
spiritual commitment is familiar.

The connection between theatrical and spiritual events also emerges 
in the work of performance theorist and artist Richard Schechner. 
Schechner’s work was significantly impacted by his close partnership 

Fig. 1. The opening number of the Spectacular played to sold-out crowds at BYU’s 
Cougar Stadium, 1997. (Photos courtesy of Mark Philbrick/BYU Photography.)
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with renowned anthropologist Victor Turner. The marriage of Turner’s 
liminality theories and Schechner’s environmental theater work came 
together into the field now known as performance studies. Turner builds 
his notions of liminality on Arnold Van Gennep’s seminal work The Rites 
of Passage, in which he outlines the three phases in rites of passage that 
the initiate goes through: separation, liminal period, and reassimiliation. 
The liminal period is the transition before the initiate is transformed into 
her or his new role. Turner defines liminal as “neither here nor there, . . . 
betwixt and between the positions assigned and arrayed by law, custom, 
convention, and ceremony.”3 Much of Turner’s work focuses on events 
and people who are “betwixt and between.”

Richard Schechner, in his famous 1968 publication “Six Axioms for 
Environmental Theatre” suggests a performance setting that is liminal—
no dividing line between performer and actor, performed in a totally 
transformed or found space, and flexible focus. Through his interest in 
the ranges of performances in life—from human behavior to the per-
forming arts to ritual to play—Schechner examined the same topics as 
Turner, but from a different lens.4 Together, the two men hosted a series 
of conferences where the connections between their two areas of study 
were explored and expanded.5 This new interdisciplinary field opened 
up the possibility of examining performances simultaneously as theater 
and ritual.

Ritual and Theater

Latter-day Saints have been called a peculiar people, but perhaps even 
more so, they are a pageant people. Pageants are an integral aspect of 
historical and contemporary Mormon performance. In 1849, one of the 
earliest recorded pageants, a “jubilee,” was held to commemorate the 
arrival of the Saints in the Salt Lake Valley. This elaborate celebration 
revolved around a procession that included:

Twelve bishops, bearing banners of their wards.
Twenty-four young ladies, dressed in white, with white scarves 

on their right shoulders, and a wreath of white roses on their 
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heads, each carrying the Bible and the book of Mormon; and one 
bearing a banner, “Hail to our Chieftain.”

Twelve more bishops, carrying flags of their wards.
Twenty-four silver greys [older men], each having a staff, 

painted red on the upper part, and a branch of white ribbons fas-
tened at the top, one of them carrying the flag.6

After the parade, the residents participated in a round of addresses, 
poem, and toasts. This annual celebration has been formalized into an 
official Utah state holiday, which in turn has become an LDS-culture-
creating theatrical event. Just as the speeches of the 1849 jubilee cel-
ebrated the glorious, not-so-distant past, later pageants such as the 
Pioneer Day celebrations in Salt Lake City have simplified the past into 
forms that can be memorialized and repeated—in other words, ritualized.

To examine performances like Mormon pageants as being simultane-
ously theater and ritual is to recognize the interplay between the notions 
of sacred and secular, global and local, and efficacy and entertainment. 
Rather than considering these terms in binary opposition, performance 
studies suggest that they are poles on opposite ends of a continuum. 
Rarely, if ever, will a ritual performance be entirely sacred with a goal only 
of efficacy, nor will a theatrical work be totally secular and entertaining. 
Both ritual and theater are created through a manipulation of the local 
as a metaphor for the global. Performances move along the line of these 
continuums both during the performance itself and in relation to other 
works that are similar to it.

Pageants are a liminal space, where participants and audiences 
members are caught between the everyday world and the utopian world 
a ritual is meant to invoke. As productions entirely written, conceived, 
directed, composed, built, lit, and performed by members of the Church, 
pageants provide a significant religious activity for thousands of Saints 
outside their daily lives. Participation allows these members to step out 
of their usual environment into a time and space that is dedicated to a 
transformative event. Pageants also require a major time commitment to 
service in the Church that is meant to strengthen the LDS community 
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and the individual participants. Rodger Sorenson, the artistic director 
of the Hill Cumorah Pageant from 1997 to 2004, suggests: “I think that, 
quite frankly, ‘perfecting the saints’ is the strongest thing that the Hill 
Cumorah Pageant does. . . . It takes 650 members every year and performs 
the Book of Mormon, which is the foundation scripture. Participants cre-
atively and imaginatively live those lives. They relate directly to someone 
playing the Savior.”7

Ellen E. McHale, a non-LDS folklorist who participated in the Hill 
Cumorah Pageant in the summer for 1983, echoes Sorensen’s thoughts. 
For her, “it was the shared group experience that had the greatest impact 
that summer.”8 She argues that the pageant becomes a “rite of intensifica-
tion” where participants go through the three phases of a ritual. They are 
separated from their home environment; go through a transition in their 
role, changing from member to scriptural character; and are aggregated 
with their fellow participants (actors, missionaries, and audience) into a 
new religious community.

She also remembers specific testimonies where participants empha-
size the individual growth they encountered. One woman bore this tes-
timony in the closing meeting of the pageant: “I’m really grateful for the 
chance that I’ve had to be here at pageant. I decided before I came that I 
needed to come here to strengthen my testimony, and I also made it a goal 
to change my personal testimony and I wanted to gain that testimony 
for myself. . . . I’m so grateful I came here because I felt yesterday in the 
Sacred Grove that it’s true. . . . I am going to go home, and I am going to 
be a stalwart member of the Church, and I’m not going to be comfortable 
any more in a rut of taking the Church for granted.”9

Participants are not the only Saints whose lives are perfected through 
Mormon pageants. Overall, most of the audience members for the various 
pageants are also active members of the Church. While the established 
annual pageants certainly play to a more mixed audience of members, 
inactive members, and nonmembers, commemorative pageants like 
the Sesquicentennial Spectacular play to an almost exclusively member 
audience. Audience members, too, are brought into the liminal space 
of the pageant, an ordinary space made special through the rituals 
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enacted there. With their emphasis on music, dance, and special effects, 
pageants are clearly secular performance, but their topic and intent is 
spiritual. They may use entertaining humor, carefully selected design 
schemes, and sweeping musical scores to delight and impress audiences, 
but the underlying purpose of the pageant is to effect change in the lives 
of those watching.

It is this last point, the deeply embedded goal of efficacy, which moves 
Mormon pageantry firmly into the realm of ritual, for without it pag-
eants would be no more than an expensive spectacular in the style of 
halftime shows or large holiday celebrations. As ecological anthropolo-
gist Roy Rappaport emphasizes, “Rituals tend to be stylized, repetitive, 
stereotyped, often but not always decorous, and they also tend to occur 
at special places and at times fixed by the clock, calendar, or specified cir-
cumstances. . . . Ritual not only communicates something but is taken by 
those performing it to be doing something.10 The performers in pageants 
are absolutely convinced they are “doing something”—they are using 
performance as a medium for the Spirit of the Lord to touch the lives of 
those watching in such a way that they will either embrace the gospel, 
strengthen an already-gained testimony, or come away with a renewed 
commitment to the project of family history.

Mormon Historical Pageantry

Today, the Church runs seven annual pageants. The best known is the 
largest pageant in the United States, the Hill Cumorah Pageant, titled 
America’s Witness for Christ, which has been heralded as America’s 
equivalent of Germany’s Oberammergau Passion Play.11 Much smaller in 
scale is the Clarkston Pageant—Martin Harris: The Man Who Knew—
where audiences are invited to a local meetinghouse for a barbecue din-
ner before the show begins.12 In addition, the Church continues to stage 
other pageants that celebrate important dates and events. Much like 
rituals that are dictated by time and event, these celebratory pageants 
mark special events in Church history or the world. The repetition of the 
celebrations either annually or at commemorative years ritualizes the 
stories told into myths of origin, passage, and divinity.
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Since 1995, there have been two such commemorative pageants—The 
Light of the World pageant for the 2002 Winter Olympics held in Salt Lake 
City and the 1997 Sesquicentennial Spectacular, Faith in Every Footstep, 
performed at the 150th anniversary celebration of the arrival of the pio-
neers in the Salt Lake Valley. David Glassberg calls these types of celebra-
tory pageants “public historical pageantry” and points to their widespread 
production in the early twentieth century in the United States, especially 
in smaller communities, which used the historical imagery to define a 
sense of identity and direction. He argues: “The social and cultural trans-
formations that historical pageants both embodied and attempted to 
bridge . . . continue to shape the way we use the past to inform the present. 
Like the generations before us, we look to history for public confirmation 
of our personal experiences, family traditions, and ethnic heritage, as well 
as some level of collective identity and common culture.”13 The same tac-
tics that informed the early pageant’s labor of community formation are 
at play in the 1997 Sesquicentennial Spectacular. The images of a com-
mon history presented by the staged review of the formation of any com-
munity, state, or in this case, global religious culture, provide a focus for 
unifying loyalties. At the same time, this narrative provides a structure 
for individual memories and a larger context within which to interpret 
new experiences. This is true even for members without a pioneer heri-
tage. The frequent repetition of the stories and wide dissemination of the 
narrative provides a shared history for all members of the Church.

What is remembered through historical pageants becomes all the 
more powerful in light of all that has been excluded by privileging this 
one particular version of history. In many ways, the pageant event’s nar-
rative sets up a juxtaposition between what is perceived as the progress 
of modernity and reliance on tradition, and between mass society and the 
intimacies of community. Ultimately, pageant celebrations such as the 
Sesquicentennial Spectacular supply an orientation toward future action, 
defined by the relationship between the culture shaped by the event and 
the world that is defined as outside the community.

Finally, as Glassberg suggests, historical pageants are not merely 
celebratory but serve a specific ideological agenda and have material 
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repercussions. He says that these pageants are built on “the belief that 
history could be made into a dramatic public ritual through which the 
residents of a town, by acting out the right version of their past, could 
bring about some kind of future social and political transformation.”14 
This notion of transformation is at the heart of the connections between 
theater and religion.

Earlier scholars of religion, ritual, and drama saw ritual and theater 
as diametrically opposed.15 Ritual was private, sacred, real, and believ-
able, while theater was popular entertainment, trifling, constructed, and 
overtly make-believe. By suggesting that all behaviors are performances, 
performance studies foregrounds the similarities between theater and 
ritual. Theater is like ritual in its staging—focus is tightly controlled, 
gestures have meaning, significant elements echo and repeat. Theater, 
like ritual, is ephemeral—once performed, it disappears. Perhaps most 
importantly, theater is like ritual in the shared experience that the audi-
ence has around the performative event—both those watching and those 
participating come together in communitas.

Communitas is Turner’s notion of the state of communion and of 
community that is achieved by participants in a ritual. For Turner, 
there is a wide range of communitas. On one end is normative com-
munitas, where participants are united in a ritual act that is meant to 
effect a common response but one that not all may actually achieve. 
Latter-day Saint participation in the sacrament each Sunday might be 
an example of normative communitas where each member is meant to 
achieve oneness with the Spirit, but not all actually will. On the other 
end is spontaneous communitas, where all united through the ritual are 
truly connected and irrevocably transported by the event. Early Church 
pentecostal events might be examples of spontaneous communitas. For 
example, Elder George A. Smith testified that “on the evening after the 
dedication of the [Kirtland] Temple, hundreds of the brethren received 
the ministering of angels, saw the light and personages of angels, and 
bore testimony of it. They spake in new tongues, and had a greater mani-
festation of the power of God than that described by Luke on the day 
of Pentecost.”16
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Presumably, this “manifestation of power” of “hundreds of breth-
ren” displayed the markers of spontaneous communitas as described 
by Turner: “When the mood, style, or ‘fit’ of spontaneous communitas 
is upon us, we place a high value on personal honesty, openness, and 
lack of pretensions or pretentiousness. We feel that it is important to 
relate directly to another person as he presents himself in the here-and-
now, to understand him in a sympathetic way, free from the culturally 
defined encumbrances of his role, status, reputation, class, caste, sex, 
or other structural niche. Individuals who interact with one another in 
the mode of spontaneous communitas become totally absorbed into a 
single synchronized, fluid event.”17 Pageant performance moves between 
these two modes of communitas. For performers, the participation in a 
pageant might allow them to move to transformation through spontane-
ous communitas. There has been some interest from a variety of fields 
on the experience of ritual performers.18 My interest, however, is more 
on the audiences attending Mormon pageants and how their encounters 
with this theater-ritual performance serve to transport or even transform 
them into members of a Mormon community.19

Community and Culture

While the terms community and culture are discrete ideas, each relating 
to specific group dynamics, they reflect the bifurcated way Mormons view 
themselves and are viewed by others. The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-
day Saints is not a nation in terms of a group with discrete boundaries 
beyond which other nations exist. The entire proselytizing mission of the 
Church, however, is a global attempt to convert the world in preparation 
for a millennial “kingdom of God.” This idea of a literal future kingdom 
is echoed by observers of the Mormon phenomenon, as is manifested by 
articles such as Time magazine’s “Kingdom Come: The Mormon Financial 
Empire,” which appeared the year before the Sesquicentennial Spectacular. 
Organizationally, the Mormon community refers to the geographically 
bound congregational units of wards, stakes, and regions. But as each of 
these units is part of a worldwide institution, the Mormon community can 
justifiably be seen more as an international than a national entity.
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The concept of an LDS culture points to the idiosyncrasies that define 
Mormon life beyond doctrinal peculiarities. While these cultural behav-
iors may vary according to geographic region, there are clearly identifiable 
tropes that are common to all LDS communities. Even more identifiable 
may be the social, linguistic, and ideological mores that emerge from Utah 
Mormon culture. The nucleus of the Church in Salt Lake City defines in 
great part the actions, behaviors, and responses of its borders: modeling 
culture, organizing community, and planning for the global community.

There is a tendency to conflate any member of the LDS religion to its 
center in Utah both in popular culture and in ethnographic and cultural 
studies. In the Encyclopedia of World Cultures, for example, “Mormons” 
appears only in Volume I: North America. According to this entry, 
Mormons are located “in the intermountain region of the western United 
States, especially in the state of Utah, a distinct cultural region labeled by 
cultural geographers as the Mormon Region.”20 Despite current statistics 
showing that the majority of the members of the LDS religion live outside 
the continental United States, this view of Mormons living in western 
America persists.

There is a shift from the geographically insular beginnings of The 
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints to its current mission of 
global expansion. The early years of the Church were marked by a com-
munity gathering that eventually saw most American Mormons as well 
as converts from Europe migrate west to the Great Salt Lake area. Once 
this central capital was established, the Church then sent out settlers to 
colonize much of the west up into Canada, as far south as Mexico, and 
among the islands of Polynesia. The concentration of members, however, 
was in the state of Utah, and there it has remained. The demographics are 
such that while Utah now no longer has the sheer numbers of members 
as even California, it still retains the highest percentage of members of 
any place in the world.

Today, the Church no longer encourages immigration. There have 
been directives for Latter-day Saints to become involved members of 
their own communities, for students to attend local universities, and 
for converts outside the United States to remain in their own countries 
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and strengthen the Church from there. For all these efforts, however, 
Utah remains in popular imagination for both those within and without 
Mormonism as the cultural center, while those within Utah consider the 
rest of the world to be “the mission field.” As a result, Utah is molded by 
a very particular weight. To outsiders, even members from the Mormon 
diaspora, it is a place with behaviors, practices, and language that create 
a culture that in many ways has no doctrinal relation to the teachings of 
the Church, but which reflects itself back into their communities.

The particular cultural shape that a community assumes will always 
be in large measure predetermined for the individual contemplating his 
or her place in it. At the same time, the individual’s sense of identity draws 
on the historical narratives in circulation. For Mormons, the communal 
sense of a shared history is reaffirmed by the Church’s powerful and per-
vasive vision of the past that is enacted and repeated for all members from 
the pulpit, in approved Church educational materials, and through media 
representations like the broadcasting of the Sesquicentennial Spectacular.

Susan Bennett, in her work on theater audiences, suggests that an 
audience’s experience of performance is modeled on two frames: the outer 
frame is a cultural construct defined by the selection of material for pro-
duction and the spectator’s definitions and expectations of performance. 
The inner frame contains the performance event itself and the audience’s 
experience of the fictional stage world. Bennett suggests it is the intersec-
tion of the two frames that forms both the audience’s cultural understand-
ing and experience of performance. She states, “Cultural assumptions 
affect performances, and performances rewrite cultural assumptions.”21 
This mutually dependent connection between a community’s culture and 
the performances it creates points to the ways in which Mormon pageant 
performances enact a particular style of community.

The Sesquicentennial Spectacular

Examining the content of the Sesquicentennial Spectacular’s produc-
tion numbers and the style of their articulation reveals tensions in 
three specific sites: spiritual/secular, global/local, and entertainment/
efficacy. Mormon pageants are overtly spectacular, with theatrics drawn 
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from entirely secular standards. Yet the spectacle is always in service 
of creating an environment conducive to spiritual experiences. In the 
Spectacular, pioneers are represented both as characters from a Mormon 
past and converts from the Mormon present and future. This global 
vision, however, cannot escape the defining space of the production 
in Brigham Young University’s football stadium, overshadowed by the 
Wasatch Mountains of the American West. Finally, the theme of mission-
ary work that underpins the Spectacular requires entertaining audience 
participation in order to be religiously effective.

The transformation expected Mormon pageants generally, and the 
Sesquicentennial Spectacular specifically, parallels the Church’s mission: 
to (1) proclaim the gospel, (2) perfect the Saints, and (3) redeem the dead. 
Taken together, these goals are each aspects of community formation—the 
Latter-day Saint community is made up of a unified group of established 
or new members who work together to build their testimonies of the gos-
pel through active engagement with the past (the dead), the present (the 
Saints), and the future (spreading the gospel to the world). The culture of 
the LDS community is inextricable from its mission, and pageants enact, 
celebrate, and reaffirm this mission as a ritual of community formation.

Spiritual/secular. Cougar Stadium seats sixty-five thousand people, and 
every seat was full for both nights of the Spectacular. Add to this the six 
thousand participants from the MTC, the crew running the entire pro-
duction, the Mormon Tabernacle Choir, the Mormon Youth Symphony, 
most of the Apostles of the Church with their security details, and vis-
iting dignitaries with their entourages, and one can see how parking 
was a big problem. While this seems an unimportant detail, the event 
of getting to an event is an integral aspect of the overall performance 
experience. Audiences were forced to park sometimes miles away and 
walk with crowds of people. Traffic was stopped to make room for the 
pedestrians all traveling together in a pilgrimage to the stadium. There 
audiences were greeted by a medley of sacred hymns and welcomed by 
Elders M. Russell Ballard and Jeffrey R. Holland.

The access to the production was one of the semiotic structures, 
or meaning-making systems, framing the Spectacular that reveal how 
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pageant performance crosses lines of spiritual and secular. The secular 
elements are clear: required tickets; a football stadium reworked as a 
performance stage; prerecorded music; high-budget costumes, sets, and 
props; and fireworks. At the same time, Mormon pageants are never 
intended to be just entertainment; they are conceived as a spiritual mes-
sage and produced in order to send that message to the hearts of the 
audience members. This was made clear by the introduction to the pro-
duction, which was performed like a typical Sunday church meeting. The 
Spectacular was presided over by a member of the Quorum of the Twelve 
Apostles, who introduced the program to follow. President Gordon B. 
Hinckley shared opening remarks and called on Elder Thomas S. Monson 
for an opening prayer. In addition to the spiritual agenda, the spiritual 
message of the Spectacular was so much a part of the production that 
each element of the event was carefully selected to provide an atmosphere 
in which the Spirit could enter in.

In Latter-day Saint culture, outward signs of the Spirit are frequently 
emotional—flushed face, pounding heart, quickened breath, and weep-
ing. As these signs, particularly tears, are evident to those viewing the 
person so moved, the repetition of particular behaviors becomes ritual-
ized. In other words, the more people who publicly connect their crying 
to feeling the Spirit, the more feeling the Spirit is likely to evoke crying. 
The phenomenon of emotional outpourings as a sign of spiritual sensitiv-
ity is so pervasive that Church rhetoric at times reverses the cause and 
effect: congregants are advised that if they find themselves crying in a 
spiritual setting, they might be feeling the Spirit.

Being touched by emotions is not exclusive to the realm of spirituality, 
however. Secular performance can also move audience members to laugh-
ter, terror, and tears through the careful manipulation of the elements of 
theater; music, lighting, acting, story, and compositional choices all have 
the ability to evoke strong emotion. In pageants like the Sesquicentennial 
Spectacular, the spiritual and the secular are far from an opposition, they 
in fact overlap. The pageant was undeniably moving—a swelling score, 
beautiful composition, and particularly touching scenes such as the 
death of a baby brought into larger-than-life focus through projection on 
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stadium display screens. The emotions that were felt by the audience were 
caught in a spiritual-secular loop. Did audience members cry because they 
felt the Spirit or because the scene was particularly well staged? This ques-
tion is frankly unanswerable, but clearly, spiritual and secular borders are 
crossed in how the past is invoked through this ritual/theater.

All pageants, whether annual or commemorative, include aspects of 
Church history: scriptural, Restoration, or pioneer stories. I have argued 
elsewhere that the staging of Church history in reenactments or pageants 
is an alternate way for believers to proxy their ancestors, or redeem the 
dead.22 Witnessing a repeated performance of the past is a way to hold 
that moment open in the memory of the viewer. In his essay “History, 
Memory, Necrophilia,” Joseph Roach suggests that some performances 
reveal an “urgent but often disguised passion: the desire to communicate 
physically with the past, a desire that roots itself in the ambivalent love 
of the dead.”23 Building on his work in Cities of the Dead, Roach sug-
gests that effigy is not only a noun meaning a portrait, a likeness, or an 
inanimate reconstruction of a living being, but also a verb, little used, that 
evokes the presence of an absence, particularly to “body forth” something 
from the distant past.

Perhaps the most-repeated episode in pageant performance is pio-
neers in wagons and handcarts. The Sesquicentennial Spectacular was 
no exception—one of the highlights of the evening was a parade of hun-
dreds of “pioneers.” Typically accompanying the pioneers in such perfor-
mances are the requisite costumes and conveyances. Also accompanying 
them is the unspoken echo of the pioneer stories deeply embedded in 
Mormon oral tradition. While the audience knows that the actors are 
not really pioneers, in a sense, they could be pioneers. The performance 
slips between past and present as the past is effigied for the audience, if 
not through realistic staging, then certainly through metaphorical inter-
ventions. The literal embodiment of the dead brings to the forefront the 
doctrinal imperative to redeem these dead as the pioneers are re-created 
before the audience’s eyes.

The production of the Sesquicentennial Celebration was entitled 
Faith in Every Footstep. This slogan circulated throughout Church 
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literature for almost a year before the event, with the intent of remind-
ing Church members of their pioneer heritage and prompting them to 
reexamine their own lives for an understanding of the ways in which 
faithfully following current Church doctrine is a labor not unlike that 
of the early pioneers. As Elder Holland, a member of the Quorum of the 
Twelve Apostles, suggested in his opening remarks, the Sesquicentennial 
Spectacular’s presentation of music, dance, and “our unique expression of 
testimony” should encourage audience members to “pick up the flickering 
pioneer torch, rekindle it, and go forward to even greater heights.”

The production started with a restaging of the history of the Latter-
day Saints. Wildly simplified yet containing many of the now-monumen-
talized moments of Latter-day Saint history, this historical reenactment 
contributed to the building up of the Mormon community. In the retelling 
of the story through music and stylized and repetitive movement, the 
narrative became unifying history that bound all audience members (all 
Church members) in the face of ridicule and persecution. In his work on 
the Mormon Trail, Wallace Stegner suggests the impact of this type of his-
torical ritual: “Any people in a new land may be pardoned for being solici-
tous about their history: they create it, in a sense, by remembering it.”24

The prologue to the Spectacular, surprisingly reminiscent of the 
1849 jubilee, saw hundreds of children and young adults dressed in yel-
low carrying an enormous flower garland which lined the stadium path. 
Following the children were President Gordon B. Hinckley and his two 
counselors, Thomas S. Monson and James E. Faust, each walking hand in 
hand with some of their grandchildren. Presidents Hinckley and Monson 
introduced the event that outlined the activities of the day, congratulated 
participants, and invoked a blessing on the evening’s performance.

As part of President Hinckley’s comments, he asked the audience 
to remember specifically “the great trilogy” of pioneer events—the first 
wagon trains west from Winter Quarters, the march of the Mormon 
Battalion, and the ocean passage of the ship Brooklyn. His emphasis 
on the seminal pioneer events being celebrated points to the ways in 
which communal memory is formed around what Michael Raposa sug-
gests are “repeated acts of attention directed by members to significant 
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episodes in its sacred history.” Raposa continues: “Ritual participants 
develop the capacity to extend in memory and in hope their bonds of 
connectedness to various individuals and events, many located in an 
ancient past or a distant future that they as individuals have never expe-
rienced. Nevertheless, the meaning of their own lived experience is in 
great measure shaped by this sacred past and future, in much the same 
way that any given scientific experiment presupposes a complex history 

Fig. 2. Elder Jeffrey R. Holland introduced the Spectacular. Note some 
of the “spectacular elements” such as the water fountain surround-
ing the stage.
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of investigation and defines its immediate purpose in terms of inquiry’s 
long-term objectives.”25

The Church history segment of the Spectacular functioned in just this 
way. The opening number by the Mormon Tabernacle Choir, “We Are the 
Mormon Pioneers,” began with the story of the Church from its begin-
nings with Joseph Smith and traced the conversion and immigration of 
one family to Nauvoo, Illinois, then on to Utah. The history created by 
these performers confirmed the image of a typical Mormon family with 
an attractive blonde wife, her tall, dark, and handsome husband, and 
their three lovely girls. Their trials included being driven out of Nauvoo 
by a mob and losing a newborn baby boy on their journey across the 
plains. The family faced their trials through song and dance—another 
area where the sacred and secular were blended.

The music in the segment included an eclectic mix, from songs writ-
ten specifically for the spectacular, such as “A Witness and a Warning”; 
to religious hymns, specifically “Come, Come, Ye Saints”; to songs from 
Broadway musicals, like “Children of the Wind” from Rags. The songs all 
served the story of Polly and George and were carefully staged as musical 
theater highlights, but because of the subject matter and the production 
elements, inspired the same respect as sacred music. The songs simul-
taneously functioned as secular and spiritual and were highlighted with 
modern dances of represented aspects of the journey and square dances 
performed around the fires of the pioneer campsite. The story of the set-
tlers continued in this manner until they reached the Salt Lake Valley.

A voiceover presentation then recounted the arrival of the Saints in 
the valley (one hundred fifty years earlier to the day). Sick from a fever, 
Brigham Young saw the valley from the back of a wagon and stated, “It 
is enough. This is the right place. Drive on.” This quote is commonly 
shortened to “This is the place”—a phrase whose repetition is so ritual-
ized in popular Mormon culture that it served as a bridge between past 
and present for pageant audiences.

In the pageant song, the lyrics remind the audiences, “Brigham Young 
said, ‘This is the place. / This wide open space is my home.’” Hearing this, 
the audiences are connected to Raposa’s “ancient past. . . that they as 
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individuals have never experienced.” In the final segment of the Church 
history sequence of the pageant, sacred and secular become nearly indis-
tinguishable. The very secular space of Cougar Stadium is made sacred 
through the ritualized musical chant “This is the place”—a fulfilling of 
geographical prophecy. As Latter-day Saint audiences connect with a 
sacred space that has been invoked, they are reminded that they are inti-
mately connected to this sacred past and that they owe at least a debt of 
gratitude or possibly even salvation to those who came before.

Global/local. The opening remarks of the Sesquicentennial Spectacular 
included this statement: “As citizens of this state, we share a remark-
able pioneer heritage.” This suggests the audience is made up of Utah 
citizens, not necessarily all aligned with The Church of Jesus Christ of 
Latter-day Saints, but also recognizes that it was the Church’s pioneer 
project that founded the state. The audience identified in the statement 
is complicated by the fact that advertising for the production was limited 
to announcements from church pulpits to congregations. Even with this 
limited advertisement (and competitively priced tickets), the Spectacular 
sold out within a few hours.

Fig. 3. The wagon train reaches the Salt Lake Valley in the Spectacular.
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The show itself was filmed during its production and broadcast live 
through the KBYU network (the BYU student-run public access sta-
tion) to anyone receiving the channel in Utah and southern Idaho, and 
was televised over the Church satellite system, which is linked to major 
Church buildings in most Western countries. The result was a produc-
tion, ostensibly created for a state celebration, which in fact had a very 
specific audience base. Viewers were limited not just to members of the 
Church, but members in the United States and those countries whose 
chapels support a satellite system.

One of the major intents of the Spectacular, however, was to celebrate 
the modern pioneer spirit, which was represented by the Church’s global 
expansion. The middle segment of the pageant was entirely devoted to 
celebrating how pioneers made a literal journey for Christ and how people 
all over the world are now coming to him in other ways. As the voiceover 
that introduced the segment intoned, “And so they came, and still they 
come today.” The staging of this global vision, however, was imagined for 
the almost exclusively Caucasian Latter-day Saint audience defined by 
the narrow dissemination of the production. The result was a crossing 
of global and local lines where the local—Utah Mormon culture—was 
introduced to the global—nations from around the world—in a style that 
corresponded far more to the local than the global.

The tensions between the imaginary global and local reality highlight 
the Church focus on the individual and his or her growth in the gospel, 
or the mission to perfect the Saints. All members are meant to grow in 
the gospel, participate in civic responsibilities, and strengthen their local 
communities. For Utah Mormons, these injunctions overlap as the civic 
community and the church community are nearly identical. The local 
is the global, so working towards perfection of the Saints of necessity is 
perceived as also working towards the perfection of the larger population. 

Interestingly, pageants targeted for nonmember audiences and those 
for member audiences, like the Spectacular, are not discernibly different. 
The same stories are told in the same style; similar-sounding music backs 
the performances; the emphasis is always on spectacular effects; and the 
doctrinal messages of endurance, sacrifice, the living Christ, and the 
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restoration of the gospel are indistinguishable. The apparent disregard 
for audience demographics could be read a number of ways—that the 
basic principles and important stories of the gospel are basic and appro-
priate for all people, that the Church is always preaching to those who 
know the least about the Church because those with more knowledge will 
still understand, or that the official history of the Church is made accept-
able primarily for an exterior view rather than an interior one. Each of 
these views, however, shows once again that the local style infuses the 
global articulation.

This analysis also points to one of the more formal functions of ritual. 
A number of ritual scholars have argued the same point—that “ritual is a 
way of maintaining the social-political status quo and of keeping in power 
those who are already in power.”26 Obviously, a religious pageant celebrat-
ing a sacred moment from its history is not going to use the performance 
as a space to call the event, belief in the event, or belief more generally 
into question. Instead, pageants are used to maintain consistency in the 
way in which the past is remembered. Eric Hobshwam calls this aspect 
of ritual “inventing tradition.”27

While inventing tradition, or maintaining the status quo, is ethically 
neutral, it is easy to see how this controlling aspect of ritual might lead 
to problems of representation depending on what version of an official 
history, culture, or tradition the powers that be wish to reaffirm. In the 
Sesquicentennial Spectacular, the casting and costuming complicate the 
global/local dynamic in troubling ways. This segment of the Spectacular 
was introduced by foregrounding the Church’s worldwide membership: 
“From Asia, Mexico and Europe . . . still they come today.” The Spectacular 
then turned to a series of folk dances performed predominately by the 
Brigham Young University Folk Dancers and Living Legends troupe. The 
costumes for these folk dances, while perhaps based on accurate ethnic 
dress, were refigured to match American audience expectations of perfor-
mance costume: all matching, brightly colored, and very showy. The folk 
music was also a composite of a number of types, conflating a number of 
specific cultures together for the sake of the performance. The result was 
an exotic representation of global ethnicity sanitized for local Utah tastes. 
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Frederick N. Bohrer suggests how exoticism functions in Western cul-
ture in his critical analysis Orientalism and Visual Culture. For Bohrer, 
the object of exotic interest is always assimilated—it must resist expecta-
tions to a certain extent in order to be exotic, but in the end, it cannot 
be totally different from what the audience already imagines. As a result, 
the exotic object “is ultimately (even if only provisionally) assimilated in 
the very norm it begins by challenging.”28 Two of the dances that were 
performed back to back in this segment of the Spectacular might serve 
to illustrate this point.

The first was a production of Native American dances, performed by 
Living Legends. Living Legends is a group devoted to Native American, 
Latin American, and Polynesian dance performed exclusively by BYU 
students from these various ethnic backgrounds.29 The dance itself was 
a collection of a number of different tribal dances selected not for their 
spiritual meaning or tribal importance but for their showy costumes and 
flashy tricks. 

The next was an “Asian” dance performed by folk dancers dressed 
in silk pantsuits and waving silk streamers. The music, style of dancing, 

Fig. 4. Living Legends performance of a Native American hoop dance. 
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and dancers themselves (all Caucasian women with eye makeup to look 
Asian) give no clue as to what specific country they are meant to repre-
sent. Instead, they give a general feel of an exotic Eastern dance. 

The intent of both of these numbers (along with Polynesian, Scandi-
navian, Cossack, and Jewish dances) is clearly to represent as many dif-
ferent countries as possible. The style of ethnicity, however, reveals that 
these international dances are foreign only insofar as the difference is 
pleasing to the Utah audience while still being familiar enough to West-
ern culture for comfort.

I am not unaware that the industry standard for folk dance com-
panies is to present a wide range of ethnic dances with little or no 
consideration for “authenticity” in casting. Pointing out the use of 
clearly Caucasian women to represent Asia is not necessarily a call 
to rework folk dance traditions. It is, however, a perfect example of 
how the Sesquicentennial Spectacular presented a global vision in a 
specifically American style. If the emphasis for pageant organizers was 

Fig. 5. The BYU Folk Dance Team’s Asian dance. Note the cityscape outline of lights 
behind the performers. 
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to truly celebrate the international spirit of the Church, they could 
have cast the show using a wider variety of ethnic groups. My point is 
that the pageant was not trying to represent the global reality of the 
production but was instead reinstating a uniquely American vision of 
the larger world.

Beyond the obvious issues of ethnic representation, these vignettes 
affirm the American (local) center of the “world” being constructed 
through the pageant. This is made most clear with the introduction of 
enormous cityscapes of lights as the backdrops for this segment of the 
pageant. Central behind the main stage where the dancers were per-
forming was an enormous Salt Lake Temple and buildings from Temple 
Square. Further along the stadium were other cityscapes: Paris with the 
Eiffel Tower, London and Big Ben, a pagoda town, and another Asian-
looking city. The representations here fix a particular image of commu-
nity for the audience that does not fully correspond less to the actualities 
of the community, or even to the desire for global community alluded to 
by introductory speakers. Instead, this global vision is presented in a sani-
tized, spectacular style that points more to the way in which Americans 
view the world. The ritual of community making here is controlled to 
keep the style of the performance comfortable to the official culture and 
promotes a very particular Saint to be perfected.

Efficacy/entertainment. The highlight of the Spectacular was its finale 
entrance of six thousand missionaries from the Provo Missionary 
Training Center, who marched onto the field carrying flags from the dif-
ferent countries in which they would be serving. A voiceover greeted 
the audience on behalf of the missionaries in all the different languages 
represented by the flags. The missionaries seemed delighted to be in 
the production, and the audience seemed even more delighted to watch 
them. Despite obvious instructions for decorum, many of the missionar-
ies could not resist playing to the cameras filming them with a youthful 
excitement that was far more entertaining than moving. Their singing 
of “Called to Serve” with the Mormon Tabernacle Choir, however, also 
brought the audience to their feet as they sang along with real belief in 
the missionary message to proclaim the gospel. 
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Schechner proposes that the efficacy/entertainment dyad is the con-
text that moves performances between ritual and theater.30 He sets up a 
continuum between the two where “there are many degrees leading back 
and forth from ‘results’ to ‘fun,’ from ‘collective memory’ to ‘individual cre-
ativity,’ and so on.” The continuum includes some of the following points:

Efficacy/Ritual Entertainment/Performing Arts

For results
Timeless time—the eternal 

present
Performer possessed, in trance
Traditional scripts and behaviors

Transformation of self possible
Audience participates
Audience believes
Criticism discouraged
Collective creativity

For fun
Historical time—set in past and/

or present
Performer self-aware, in control
New and traditional scripts and 

behaviors
Transformation of self unlikely
Audience observes
Audience appreciates, evaluates
Criticism flourishes
Individual creativity

The Spectacular’s final segment, which celebrated the missionary spirit 
of the Church, is typical of how this ritual/theater performance compli-
cated the efficacy/entertainment dyad so that the audience both appre-
ciated and believed the image of the global Mormon community being 
represented. 

Mormon pageants are first and foremost vehicles to proclaim the 
gospel. While the majority of audiences may be made up of members of 
the Church, the intended audience of the productions is always a non-
member one. For example, the Nauvoo Pageant was developed specifi-
cally as a missionary project. The cast is a mix of twenty professional 
actors and a chorus of one hundred and forty families who volunteer 
for the production. The goal of cast members is clearly stated by pag-
eant organizers: “Participation in the Nauvoo Pageant cast is a mission-
ary experience for families and individuals. Participants will have many 
opportunities to share the gospel message with audience members and 
other visitors in Nauvoo while hosting the [pre-show] celebration and 
performing in the pageant.”31
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When not rehearsing scenes, cast members are taught techniques 
for sharing the gospel, including a “welcoming dialogue” that intro-
duces audiences to the show and invites them to accept a copy of the 
Book of Mormon or fill out referral cards so that full-time missionaries 
can contact them in their homes. While celebratory pageants like the 
Sesquicentennial Spectacular don’t have proselyting as their primary 
function, they are still created with a non-Mormon audience member in 
mind. This was particularly evident in the rhetoric used to introduce the 
pageant, which let audiences know that it was a production of The Church 
of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, that Utah was founded by Mormon 
pioneers, and that the production was a celebration of a Utah State holi-
day. Additionally, a portion of the introduction welcomed the visiting 
dignitaries who were attending the event, making these nonmembers a 
central part of the audience, even though their actual numbers were so 
small as to be insignificant. 

The importance of the missionary aspect rests in its goal of conver-
sion—the strongest efficacy goal of the pageant. In his address to the 
Church at deneral conference in April 1997, just months before the 
Spectacular, President Gordon B. Hinckley suggested: “This great pio-
neering movement of more than a century ago goes forward with latter-
day pioneers. Today pioneer blood flows in our veins just as it did with 
those who walked west. It’s the essence of our courage to face modern-day 
mountains and our commitment to carry on. The faith of those early 
pioneers burns still, and nations are being blessed by latter-day pioneers 
who possess a clear vision of this work of the Lord.”32

Most important for this pioneer spirit is the way in which Church 
members share their beliefs with their friends and neighbors. Proclaiming 
the gospel is an imperative for the fifty thousand full-time missionar-
ies and for “member-missionaries” alike. The missionary aspect of the 
Sesquicentennial Spectacular ritualized its message though its careful 
mediation of efficacy and entertainment. The objective of the finale is 
clear—to inspire the audience with the zeal of missionary work through 
the erasure of difference and collective creativity. The unifying white 
shirts and dark pants or skirts worn by the thousands of missionaries in 
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the stands erased differences, just as the flags signifying the many coun-
tries where the missionaries would serve foregrounded the global scope 
of that unity. Singing the hymn “Called to Serve” brought the audience 
into a unified community due to its culturally specific meaning.

This beloved hymn is a sign within the structure of Mormon culture 
and as such has a particular significance that can only be discovered 
through knowledge of the codes that give it meaning. This may be true of 
all ritual—one must be a member of the community in order to access the 
community-specific meanings embedded in the performance. Members 
of other faiths might view this production number and still gain pleasure 
from its aesthetic qualities. The sight of the missionaries that prompted a 

Fig. 6. Missionaries singing “Called to Serve” as part of 
the finale. 
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standing ovation was undeniably entertaining. But to move from enter-
tainment to efficacy, from theater to ritual, one must already be a part of 
the Mormon community to understand the full impact of this song on 
the proceedings.

Sometimes the pageant, however, was only entertaining. Of particular 
note was the variety of special effects that punctuated every segment of 
the show. Joseph Smith pulled golden plates out of a cavity that glowed 
from within; fireworks shot into the sky three separate times. Some of the 
pageant was clearly on the side of efficacy, becoming overt preaching of 
the mission of the Church. Most of the pageant, however, moved back and 
forth between entertainment and efficacy. Audiences responded to these 
segments as ritual or theater depending on their particular connection to 
the liminal space created and their openness of entering into communitas 
and into the Mormon missionary spirit. 

Conclusion

Benedict Anderson, in his work Imagined Communities, argues that even 
the “most messianic nationalists do not dream of a day when all the mem-
bers of the human race will join their nation in the way that is was pos-
sible, in certain epochs, for, say, Christians to dream of a wholly Christian 
planet.”33 The Sesquicentennial Spectacular disproves his point with its 
repeated rhetoric of the future kingdom of God where the LDS gospel 
will spread over the whole earth. This mission of the Church to bring 
about a new kingdom of God on earth stands contrary to Anderson’s 
argument that nations are imagined as being limited because even the 
largest of nations has finite, if flexible, boundaries defining the interior 
and separating from other exterior nations. Members of The Church of 
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints do indeed imagine a day in which every 
human being on the planet will be joined. 

Harold Bloom suggests that while missionary zeal is not limited to 
the Mormon faith, the Church pursues its vision to a unique degree, that 
“no other American religious movement is so ambitious, and no rival 
even remotely approaches the spiritual audacity that drives endlessly 
towards accomplishing a titanic design. The Mormons fully intend to 



345Imaging a Global Religion, American Style

convert the nation and the world.”34 The last Spectacular number before 
the finale, “Pioneers of the Heart,” underlines this far-reaching goal. 
A young Caucasian man sang to the audience that as human beings, we 
have crossed all boundaries of modern technology:

We have learned to split the atom
Computers link the earth
We have lived to see a man walk on the moon,
We’ve saved the Amazon’s rainforests
And the whales of Newfoundland,
Breaking down the gap between generations
Building bridges connecting every nation
We are pioneers of the heart. 

The woman who earlier played Polly the pioneer, now dressed in con-
temporary clothes, joins him in the song. Her appearance models for 
the audience the shift they are meant to effect—to take inspiration from 
the lives of the pioneers to become modern-day “pioneers of the heart.”

The song was illustrated by images of charity that made clear the style of 
this international message. The first tableau was a white doctor and a sister 
missionary bringing health care to a Latina and her two children, all dressed 
in Hispanic clothes. The next scene depicted a senior missionary couple 
teaching English to a group of Hawaiian children dressed in muumuus and 
leis. Finally, two Caucasian male missionaries were teaching a Latino family 
about Jesus. The number seemed to suggest that the modern-day pioneer 
is an American missionary who brings the non discriminatory message of 
Christ’s love to all secular nations, most of which are third world. 

In 1960, almost 90 percent of all Mormons lived in the continental 
United States, predominantly in Utah and the Great Basin region of the 
Rocky Mountains. By 1997, the time of the Sesquicentennial Spectacular, 
less than half of all Mormons worldwide resided in the United States, 
with less than 16 percent of Church members in Utah.35 The worldwide 
reality of the Church stands in sharp contrast to the American vision 
being propagated by official Church representation.
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The message of the Sesquicentennial Spectacular, Faith in Every 
Footstep, recognizes the global reality of the Church with its performed 
suggestion that individuals who join the Church are joining a community 
of believers who are bound by Christian ethics and specific doctrines, no 
matter their race or citizenship. However, when this spiritual migration 
is being performed in front of a giant cutout of the Salt Lake Temple, in 
a stadium sitting in the middle of Utah Valley, surrounded by the Rocky 
Mountains, it becomes difficult to divorce joining the Church from join-
ing its geographical center. The weight of the reality of the space may have 
been too much for the pageant to overcome. 

The Sesquicentennial Spectacular in particular preaches the unify-
ing message of the mission of the Church through the interplay of the 
spiritual and secular, global and local, and entertainment and efficacy 
binaries. While each of these sites of tension shows the complex nature 
of representation, in each case, the pageant eventually reaffirms an image 
of the Mormon community that is chiefly American in its style. 
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