
 Known as the “Angel of Peace,” a copy of this statue is placed atop the veil in the Salt Lake Temple. 
(Photo by Greta Motiejunaite, courtesy of Richard W. Young.)  
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Brother Cowan has dedicated much of his life and career to a study of the 
house of the Lord. He has taught literally thousands of students in his LDS 
Temples course—myself (Alonzo) being one of them. Most Fridays, Richard 
and his wife, Dawn, can be found in the Provo Utah Temple, engaging in the 
very rites he has reverently taught about for so many years. He is unquestion
ably a templeloving disciple, faithfully serving the Lord, and when we think 
of Richard Cowan, this promise made by Jesus comes to mind: “Him that 
overcometh will I make a pillar in the temple of my God, and he shall go no 
more out” (Revelation 3:12). God bless you, Richard, for your teachings and 
faithful example.

The Salt Lake Temple has been called “the most important 
building of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.”1 
By all accounts, it is our most unique, eclectic, and archi-

tecturally grand temple. If, as they say, the Prophet Joseph was “a 
prophet’s prophet,”2 then the Salt Lake Temple is certainly a “temple’s 
temple.” Of all of our buildings, it is the most universally recognized 
by those outside of our faith, and it is the quintessential symbol of 
temples among practicing Latter-day Saints.

So much of the symbolism of this nineteenth-century gift to 
God is unique: from the exterior walls and doorknobs to the inte-
rior murals and stained glass. No temple of the Restoration, before 
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or since, has utilized such distinctive symbols as teaching tools for 
its patrons.

One of those matchless symbols is found on the west wall, above 
the veil in the celestial room: an imposing six-foot figure clasping a 
branch and flanked by two cherubs.

The origin and meaning of this conspicuously placed statue has 
caused no small amount of speculation. Rumors run rampant, and yet 
documentation is difficult to come by. Claims as to the intended iden-
tity of the unidentified woman over the veil include the Virgin Mary 
(supposedly given as a gift to the Latter-day Saints by the Roman 
Catholic Church),3 the Roman goddess Venus or the Greek goddess 
Aphrodite,4 Heavenly Mother,5 and even an effeminate Jesus.6 There 
is no end to the conjecture. However, as we shall show, none of these 

Salt Lake Temple celestial room with the statue above the veil. (Courtesy of Church 
History Library.)
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suppositions agree with what we know historically about the origins 
of this statue, let alone with the doctrines of the Church.

Historical Origins
In scouring archives, books, articles, and the like for information 
regarding this statue and its origins, one quickly realizes how little 
has been formally written on the subject. While there is plenty of 
folklore and misinformation available, an accurate recitation of the 
statue’s genesis has been elusive. Among the many theories as to the 
statue’s identity and origins is this: “The statue was purchased out of 
a catalogue, as were many of the fixtures of the Salt Lake Temple. It 
doesn’t represent anyone or anything. It is just an interesting figure 
common to the era.”7 While this explanation may serve to squelch the 
sizable amount of speculation which swirls around the statue’s iden-
tity, it misrepresents the historical facts regarding its origins.

The head architect of the Salt Lake Temple was Truman O. Angell 
Sr. (1810–87). He served in that capacity for thirty-four of the tem-
ple’s forty years of construction.8 Angell’s successor was Joseph Don 
Carlos Young (1855–1938), son of President Brigham Young.

The statue above the veil of the Salt Lake Temple. (Courtesy of Church History Library.)
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Don Carlos had been involved in the details of the temple prior to 
Angell’s death, shouldering some of the burden during Angell’s later 
years when his health prohibited him from fully functioning.

Within a few months of the death of Truman O. Angell, Joseph 
Don Carlos Young was appointed to be his successor. By the spring 
of 1888, he was already revising Angell’s plans for the interior of the 
building. It was appropriate that one of Brigham Young’s sons would 
be responsible for the completion of the temple. Don Carlos’ appoint-
ment marked a new era in which the Church would have academically 
trained architects available. Though in 1879 he received a degree in 
engineering from Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute at Troy, New York, 
he had always been interested in architecture: “As the temple archi-
tect .  .  . , Don Carlos’ major contribution was redesigning Truman 
Angell Jr.’s9 plans for the interior of the Temple while maintaining his 

Joseph Don Carlos Young was the successor to Truman O. Angell as the head architect of the 
Salt Lake Temple. 
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predecessor’s basic layout and movement. . . . The result was a more 
aesthetically pleasing and unified design.”10

Joseph Don Carlos Young’s handiwork is evident not only in the 
layout of the interior but also in the original furnishings. Indeed, he 
is the individual responsible for the presence of “the woman at the 
veil,” and his acquisition of the statue came through a rather fortu-
itous turn of events.11 His grandson explained:

Grandfather wanted to go to school in the east, along with his brother 
Feramorz (and others); and they asked their father if they could go. Well, 
one of Brigham’s counselors had spoken in Conference recently and said 
that our young people should stay at home and shouldn’t travel. They 
should stay here [in Utah] and build up the Kingdom. Well that was 
contrary to what [Joseph Don Carlos Young] wanted to do.

So Brigham extracted a promise from [Don Carlos]: if he would let 
him go, when [Don Carlos] returned he would go to BYU and teach for 
three years. So [Don Carlos] went to Rensselaer Polytechnic, in Troy, New 
York. . . . They didn’t have an architecture department. It was engineering 
[back then]. . . .

[He] attended Rensselaer Polytechnic [from 1875 to 1879]. He came 
home [briefly] in ’76. He didn’t come home for his father’s funeral in ’77. 
He had asked his father permission to come home the summer of ’77. And 
Brigham wrote him back and said “You and Feramorz could best utilize 
your time if you would go to Boston and put yourselves in the hands of 
Dudley Buck”—who was the greatest organist in the United States [at that 
time]. He said Brother [George] Careless [the conductor of the Tabernacle 
Choir] was not well and they would perhaps need [Don Carlos’] help when 
he came home. [Brigham was a] very practical man. . . . And he said, “If 
you spend your vacation in the way that I have intimated, it will be the best 
for you. But be sure [that you] do not study as to injure your health.”

So, that summer—rather than coming home—[Don Carlos] went to 
Boston. Dudley Buck was in residence in New York City, so [upon learning 
this] he and Feramorz went to New York City. He had an interview with 
Dudley Buck [who] told him he did not have enough of the rudiments of 
the piano to start an organ career.

But while [Don Carlos] was in New York (in ’77) they went down to 
the Italian district—down by the Battery [on the southern tip of Manhattan 
Island]—and [he] noticed these young boys sitting on the curb, carving 
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Carrera marble. And he took a liking to this one [statue—the one that 
would eventually be placed above the veil of the temple] because it was 
nearly completed. And so he purchased it [along with the two busts of the 
cherubs]; not knowing what he would use it for—he just loved it!12

Had Young not briefly pursued the possibility of learning the 
organ, he would not have been in New York City on the occasion of 
the carving of the statue and, therefore, would not have acquired it.

The original three statues acquired by Joseph Don Carlos Young in New York. (Photo by Greta 
Motiejunaite, courtesy of Richard W. Young.)
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Only a few years after his acquisition, Don Carlos found himself 
employed in helping to build the temple. Just over a decade after the 
purchase, he was the head architect. This facilitated the woman at the 
veil’s placement in the temple. According to Don Carlos’s son, “this 
angel and cherubs were taken to the temple by father as a model for 
the angel and cherubs that are over this arch coming into the Celestial 
Room.”13 From the eighteen-inch original, a “Utah sculptor” carved 
the six-foot-high statue one sees today above the veil.14 While we can’t 
say for sure, speculation has been that the large-scale statue of the 
woman and cherubs were the artistry of the non-LDS sculptor Cyrus 
E. Dallin.15 Dallin not only sculpted the statue of Moroni atop the Salt 
Lake Temple, he did so out of plaster16—the same medium used to 
sculpt the cherubs and woman in the celestial room. There is a remark-
able resemblance between Dallin’s known works and the cherubs of the 
Salt Lake Temple. In addition, it is likely that Dallin carved the statue 
because Don Carlos and Cyrus Dallin knew each other,17 and Young 
may have selected him for the creation of this work, just as President 
Woodruff had selected him for the sculpting of the statue of Moroni.

Unlike what we see in the temple today, the original statue had 
wings and was named (apparently by the young boy who carved it) 
“the Angel of Peace.” In his personal notes about the statue, Joseph 
Don Carlos Young penned this:

About the middle of Fall one cold night as I was sitting with my feet 
enjoying the warmth of an open grate and my mind drowsily meditating 
on the power of the priesthood on earth as vested in a Prophet Seer and 
Revelator and the invisible power or influence that seems to accompany 
the Church of Christ as manifested everywhere, my eyes involuntarily 
raised to the mantel and my mind centered on a statue of the Angel of 
Peace by (            ) the original of which is in the chathed cathedral of 

(            ).18 Those who have seen it or copies remember it represents 
the old Christian idea of heavenly beings and is presented with a beautiful 
pair of wings carved in the most exquisite manner. Many times I have sat 
and admired this beautiful work but now something seemed to displease 
me. I thought what if Joseph, who had seen an angel should come here if 
he would admire this! or if Brigham or John would allow such as this to 
stand in a niche of our temple. The more my mind ran in this direction I 
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felt impelled to remove the wings. Now I saw a smile and expression that 
I never saw before and I can now allow this .  .  . to be placed there again 

where the sculptor had placed them again.19

Out of concern that the prophets—Joseph Smith, Brigham Young, 
or John Taylor—might be bothered by the wings on the original statue 
(and any replication of them on the copy made for the temple), Don 
Carlos removed them from the back of the original statue and felt that 
the improvement made the statue suitable to be placed in the house 
of the Lord.

The reverse of the eighteen-inch statue now has four small holes 
where the wings were initially attached. The original marble figure 
and the six-foot plaster copy in the temple are, to this day, wingless, in 
accordance with Don Carlos’s impressions that fall evening.

In its early days, the statue in the Salt Lake Temple was a pure 
white (like the marble original from which it was copied). Over time, 
however, portions were painted: starting with the palm branch and 
garland. Eventually the entire statue was colorized. All of this was 
done after the death of Joseph Don Carlos Young. One of the Church’s 
curators noted: “The current color scheme in the room was mostly 
done during the 1960s renovation by Edward Anderson. There were 
some slight color changes in about 1974 then again in 1982. Both of 
those were Emil Fetzer20 managed projects.”21 Dave Horne, one of the 
painters involved in the remodel and the painting of the statue, indi-
cated that it was in the 1960s that the majority of the colorization took 
place. He, along with Arnie Roneir and Alfred Nabrotski, changed the 
skin tone on the cherubs and woman, whereas previously only the 
palm branch and garland had been colorized.22 As noted, none of this 
coloration was done during the life of Don Carlos, and there is reason 
to believe that he would not have been thrilled by the changes.23

Symbolic Merit
Though, based on history, it is apparent that the statue is not the 
Virgin Mary, Venus, Aphrodite, Heavenly Mother, or Jesus, it would 
be misrepresentative to say that we know for certain what Joseph 
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Don Carlos Young saw as the statue’s ultimate symbolic mean-
ing. Nor can we say that we know why its location over the veil 
was, for him, preferential to any other location in the temple. Don 

The back of the original eighteeninch statue with four holes visible, where the original wings (pic
tured above) were once attached. (Photo by Greta Motiejunaite, courtesy of Richard W. Young.)
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Some have suggested that the woman at the veil is holding an olive branch. However, a closer 
inspection suggests that it is instead a palm branch. (Photo by Greta Motiejunaite, courtesy of 
Richard W. Young.)

Drawings of olive branch (left) and palm branch (right). (Drawings by J Keaten Gaskill.)
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Carlos left us few clues. He did refer to the statue as “the Angel of 
Peace”—but it is unclear whether this was his name for the statue, or 
the name given it by the young boy in New York who carved it.24 The 
only other piece of symbolic information Young left us was his state-
ment that it symbolizes “heavenly beings” (in the plural).25 Thus what 
follows is but an examination of standard religious and scriptural 
symbolism, and how that relates to “the woman at the veil.”

Keying off Joseph Don Carlos Young’s statement that the 
statue is representative of “heavenly beings,” we turn to John the 
Revelator’s description of the bride of Christ. John records in the 
twelfth chapter of the book of Revelation, “And there appeared a 
great wonder in heaven; a woman clothed with the sun, and the 
moon under her feet, and upon her head a crown of twelve stars” 
(Revelation 12:1).26 The “woman” is a standard scriptural symbol 
for the Church.27 The fact that she is “clothed with the sun” repre-
sents her godly or celestial nature. Thus the woman described in 
the book of Revelation represents members of the Church who are 
keeping the commandments and are living pious lives.28 She is a 
representation of all those who will receive exaltation in the celes-
tial kingdom, thus becoming “heavenly beings.”29 The “crown” the 
woman (in John’s vision) wears is significant. The Greek makes it 
clear that it is not a metal crown, like those worn by kings or rul-
ers. Rather, it is a laurel-wreath crown, symbolic of victory.30 Thus 
she symbolizes those in the Church who overcome the world and 
are victorious against Satan.31 Consequently, John describes those 
who were exalted through the blood of the Lamb as being “clothed 
with white robes, and [having] palms in their hands,” crying “with 
a loud voice, saying, Salvation to our God which sitteth upon the 
throne, and unto the Lamb” (Revelation 7:9–10). What John sees 
in the woman is all Saints who have faithfully endured and have 
thereby been exalted. The woman’s white robe reminds us of her 
state of purity. The palm branch she holds is symbolic of her victory 
over Satan and the world! That being said, it seems “the woman at 
the veil” in the Salt Lake Temple is an ideal symbol for the bride 
of Christ—male and female—exalted in the celestial kingdom of 
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God.32 Clothed in a white robe we understand her to have success-
fully utilized the Atonement of Christ to receive purity through his 
blood. In her hands we see a palm branch, emblematic of her vic-
tory in the great test of mortality.

Joseph Don Carlos Young’s explanation of the statue as a symbol 
of “heavenly beings” is perfectly in alignment with John’s description 
of the bride of Christ, who symbolizes all Saints who become “heav-
enly” through their faith in the merits of Christ and through obedi-
ence to his word and will.

The cherubs who flank “the woman at the veil” are also instruc-
tive for temple patrons. President Brigham Young remarked: “Your 
endowment is, to receive all those ordinances in the House of the 
Lord, which are necessary for you, after you have departed this life, 
to enable you to walk back to the presence of the Father, passing the 
angels who stand as sentinels, being enabled to give them the key 
words, the signs and tokens, pertaining to the Holy Priesthood, and 
gain your eternal exaltation in spite of earth and hell.”33 The cherubs 
flanking the bride, placed at the threshold or entrance to the celestial 
room, appropriately mirror those “angels who stand as sentinels.” As 
one source notes, they are “guardians of the sacred and of the thresh-
old.”34 Their presence there suggests that all those on the celestial side 
of the veil have symbolically achieved their exaltation and are now 
worthy to dwell in God’s holy presence. The garland which they drape 
in front of the now exalted bride of Christ suggests her newfound 
access to the fruit of the tree of life, constituting every blessing avail-
able to, and to be enjoyed by, those who have received their exalta-
tion.35 As the Lord has promised the faithful, “all that my Father hath 
shall be given” unto them (D&C 84:38).

As for the fan-like representation behind the woman,36 and upon 
which the cherubs perch, we simply remind the reader that this has 
traditionally been associated with the spiritual strength which comes 
from heeding the promptings of the Lord’s Spirit. It represents the 
power had by the Spirit directed over Satan and his influence. It is 
suggestive of the dignity which comes to those who are deified and 
reside for eternity in the presence of their God.37



Gaskill and Soha      p    103 

Conclusion
The uniqueness of the Salt Lake Temple is a significant part of its 
appeal. While the ordinances offered therein are the same as those 
performed in other temples of the Church, Salt Lake’s symbolic 
uniqueness makes it a “teaching temple” in ways that other temples of 
the Restoration are not. One small component of that is the “woman 
at the veil.”

Truly, one of the beauties of a symbol—whether scriptural, archi-
tectural, or otherwise—is that it can teach us many things, contingent 
upon our level of understanding, spiritual advancement, and atten-
tion to detail. As one commentator rightly pointed out:

Symbols are the language of feeling, and as such it is not expected that 
everyone will perceive them in the same way. Like a beautifully cut 
diamond, they catch the light and then reflect its splendor in a variety 
of ways. As viewed at different times and from different positions, what 
is reflected will differ, yet the diamond and the light remain the same. 
Thus symbols, like words, gain richness in their variety of meanings and 
purposes, which range from revealing to concealing great gospel truths.38

What a blessing it is to be able to be taught from on high through a 
never-ending well of symbolic insights and ordinances. Truly, symbols 
are the language of God. He employed them throughout the scriptures, 
and he utilizes them everywhere in the temple. To understand them is 
to find meaning. To misunderstand them is to court confusion. As we 
seek to learn the standard symbols of the scriptures and the Restoration, 
we find God teaching us about our place in his sacred plan. If, on the 
other hand, we neglect to educate ourselves in this divine language, we 
are more prone to confusion and erroneous ideas.

For all of the folklore which surrounds this wonderful statue, 
Young’s “woman at the veil” is one of the Salt Lake Temple’s most 
unique and edifying symbols. And while many have interpreted its 
symbolic purpose in unique ways, with Don Carlos we say it is, indeed, 
an “Angel of Peace” in that it can remind us—the bride of Christ—of 
the Lord’s promise to all those who work righteousness: “even peace 
in this world, and eternal life in the world to come” (D&C 59:23).39
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