Introduction
“The Teacher’s Work Is Done”

ebruary 19, 1901, was a cold, miserable day in Salt Lake City.

Approximately four inches of snow covered the ground, but the

Salt Lake Tabernacle was filled with four thousand guests await-
ing the funeral of Dr. Karl Gottfried Maeser, who had passed away quietly
in his sleep four days earlier after a full day’s work. Though he had retired
from Brigham Young Academy nine years earlier, classes at the academy
were canceled to allow students and faculty to attend the service. A
special train of eleven cars filled to overflowing was scheduled to accom-
modate those who desired to pay their respects, and a fund was raised
by the citizens of Provo to help pay the fare for students who couldn’t
otherwise afford to make the ninety-mile roundtrip journey. Upon their
arrival, the academy band played while the passengers, behind banners
of white and blue, formed a procession first to the Maeser home to view
the remains, then to the Tabernacle for the service. The Deseret News
reported, “No event in the history of the Brigham Young Academy has
created so profound an impression as the death of the man who created

the school. These teachers and students did not know how much a part
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of their lives Dr. Maeser was until they were called to part with him; and
curiously enough even students who had never been under his tuition
shared in their feeling.”!

The impact of this funeral, however, was felt far beyond Provo and
the Brigham Young Academy. In Salt Lake City, the first and only reso-
lution passed by the Utah State Senate that afternoon was to “adjourn
until after the funeral services and that its members proceed in a body
to the Tabernacle to attend the same.” Before the resolution was unan-
imously passed, it was recorded that “not only had Utah lost a sterling
and noble citizen, but one who, by his power of imparting instruction,
had left behind him more eloquent ministers, more distinguished states-
men, authors and poets than any other man who had ever come into
the State.” The Latter-day Saints’ College suspended classes to allow
the students and faculty to attend. In a formal statement praising Dr.
Maeser’s “character and labors,” the college declared, “Each one of us
experiences in the departure of this noble and pure spirit, a personal
bereavement like unto that which is felt at the loss of members of our
own families.” Classes were also suspended at the University of Utah. It
rendered a public expression “of its appreciation of him as a co-laborer
and a benefactor of our commonwealth. . . . His name is among the
heroes of our institution, who with little hope of reward lent their ener-
gies to its need in the days of its feebleness.”

The service followed the manner reserved for only the most import-
ant Church leaders or state dignitaries. At 2:00 p.m., the stand was
filled with General Authorities and local leaders of The Church of Jesus
Christ of Latter-day Saints, and the Tabernacle Choir sang. Members of
the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles were pallbearers, and the speakers
on the program included James E. Talmage, George H. Brimhall, Reed
Smoot, Heber J. Grant, Anthon H. Lund, and George QQ. Cannon. The
prayers were also offered by Apostles.

This occasion brought mourners from all parts of Utah and beyond.
Letters, poems, and tributes began pouring into newspapers, magazines,
and Church headquarters. For those who could not make the journey to
Salt Lake City, many towns and cities held their own memorial services to
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Deseret News, February 15, 1901, announcing the death of Karl G. Maeser. Courtesy
of Utah Digital Newspapers.
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express gratitude to their beloved teacher, brother, and friend. Former

student Annie Pike wrote:

Thine was the work of head and heart, the work of heart
and hand—

The circle of thy greatness we may not yet understand.*

Come lay his books and papers by, he shall not need them
more,

The ink shall dry upon his pen, so softly close the door.

His tired hands, his locks of white and like the winter’s sun,

Hath lain to peaceful rest tonight,—the teacher’s work is

done.’

The Salt Lake Tribune wrote, “It has been rare in the history of this city
when a man has been given greater tributes of love and esteem than those
tendered to the late Dr. Maeser yesterday afternoon.” At the service, for
example, Apostle Reed Smoot, a former pupil of Brother Maeser related
that he had “never received a promotion either in church or business affairs,
but what he attributed it to the man who first taught him the rudiments of
learning and who afterward gave him counsel and good advice until death
called him away.” Apostle Heber J. Grant, future President of the Church,
added, “If the conversion of Karl G. Maeser had been all that had been
accomplished by the opening up of the German mission, all the time and
the money would have been well spent.” President George Q. Cannon of
the Church’s First Presidency declared that at that time “the effects of the
good work done by Dr. Maeser . . . could not be properly estimated.”® He
believed it would take generations to appreciate his contribution.

Brother Maeser would have been overwhelmed by such a fuss made for
him. He believed he had only done his duty and nothing more. He never
earned much money; he wasn’t a General Authority of the Church; he
wasn’t a well-known political figure. He was a teacher, but a teacher with
a profound impact. He loved his students and had an uncanny ability to

inspire them to become more than they could imagine of themselves.
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Monument Erected by Former Students

Each student from the Brigham Young Academy who attended the ser-
vice wore a simple white bow over the left breast. A special committee
was sent to line the grave tenderly with flowers so that when the cof-
fin was lowered into it, “it seemed like a gateway to heaven.”” Almost
immediately, the students began a special fund, first to erect a large but
simple monument (built in 1908) over the place of Maeser’s grave, and
then to construct a grand memorial building (built in 1911) on Temple
Hill in Provo, which would become the first building on the present
campus of Brigham Young University.

At the dedication of the monument, George Brimhall, president of
Brigham Young Academy, proclaimed:

If every atom of this monument could speak there would go

up a reverberating shout of gladness for the privilege of standing

Maeser burial site at the Salt Lake Cemetery. The large monument for Karl was “erected
by his pupils.” The graves of his wives, Anna and Emilie, are also shown. Headstones of
Anna Christine (daughter), Henrietta Mieth (mother-in-law), Anna Camilla (daughter),
and Karl Franklin (son) are also visible. Courtesy of A. LeGrand Richards.
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sentinel at the tomb of our noble dead. . . . Dr. Karl G. Maeser,
who, under the prophetic call and inspired guidance of that prince
of pioneers, Brigham Young, became an epoch-making character in
education, the father of a system based upon the principles of har-
monious growth and eternal progress. God found him, fashioned
him for the place, fitted him for his missions, and he filled them.
We glance backward and see the hand of conditional destiny
reaching down, and the hand of free-will obedience reaching up;
they are clasped and a human soul is led up the stair-way of a suc-
cessful life. We see the diligent German student; the normal grad-
uate; the private tutor of nobility; the public school principal; the
German patriot; the Mormon convert; the outcast for conscience’s
sake; the missionary in England; the missionary in the United
States; the music teacher, winning bread in a strange land; the pub-
lic school teacher in Utah; the private tutor of President Young’s
family; the Gospel ambassador to his Fatherland; the first Principal
of the Brigham Young Academy; the General Superintendent of
Church Schools; the Heaven-commissioned Patriarch, ever and
always, a clean, kind, courageous man, having the implicit confi-
dence of his superiors, the esteem of his peers, and the love of his

subordinates.®

Maeser as University Founder

Karl Gottfried Maeser has rightly been called the spiritual architect not
only of Brigham Young University but also of the educational system of
The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. What Brigham Young
did for the settlement of the western United States, Karl Maeser did for
the education of the West. He combined a unique academic prepara-
tion—cultivated during one of the most enlightened periods of German
history—and a progressive pedagogy with an unwavering faith in the
restored gospel of Jesus Christ.

As the first superintendent of Church schools, Maeser assisted in the

founding and maintenance of hundreds of religion classes, the seminaries
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and institutes system, and over fifty academies and schools across North
America. With the development and expansion of the public school system,
most of the Church academies were sold or given to their respective states;
but seven have gone on to become institutions of higher education: Brigham
Young University in Provo, Utah; Brigham Young University—Idaho (for-
merly Ricks College) in Rexburg; Weber State University in Ogden, Utah;
LDS Business College in Salt Lake City; Snow College in Ephraim, Utah;
Dixie State College in St. George, Utah; and Eastern Arizona College in
Thatcher. The largest of these, Brigham Young University, continues to
be maintained by the Church. As one of the largest private universities in
the United States, it has over thirty thousand students from over one hun-
dred countries, studying more than 130 different majors, and the university

offers degrees at the bachelor’s, master’s, and doctoral levels. The Church

Seven of the academies founded by Karl Maeser are now institutions of higher education.
From top left to bottom right: Dixie State College (St. George, Utah), Snow College
(Ephraim, Utah), College of Eastern Arizona (Thatcher), LDS Business College (Salt
Lake City, UT), Brigham Young University-Idaho (Rexburg, ID), Brigham Young
University (Provo, UT), and Weber State University (Ogden, UT). Collage created by
A. LeGrand Richards, images courtesy of Wikimedia Commons.
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Educational System that grew out of Maeser’s efforts currently serves more
than 740,000 students across the world.

Maeser as Author

Maeser published only one book, School and Fireside—and he was reluc-
tant to do so—but he wrote hundreds of articles, poems, pamphlets, and
translations and delivered thousands of sermons and lectures. Though
there are records of hundreds of addresses he gave, no prior systematic
collection of his works has been found. Hopefully, such a collection will
soon be available. Unfortunately, many of these addresses were merely
summarized or paraphrased by others. Most of his best-known sayings
also suffer from being attributions by secondary sources. We have far
too little that comes directly from his own pen.

Maeser translated twenty-nine hymns and a third of the Doctrine and
Covenants into German, and he founded the Church’s German magazine,
Der Stern (now called the Liahona). He collected or wrote hundreds of aph-

orisms—sentence-length sermons that could be drawn upon when needed:

Be yourself, but always your better self.’

Make the man within you your living ideal.'°

Man grows with his higher aims.!!

Nature is the best educator."?

School is a drill for the battle of life; if you fail in the drill
you will fail in the battle.”

Every one of you, sooner or later, must stand at the fork of
the road, and choose between personal interests and some prin-
ciple of right."

The exercise of authority without intelligent justice and
kind consideration is tyranny, and obedience without consent of
heart or brain is slavery."

We can never give what we ourselves do not possess.'°

Strive to be yourself that which you desire your children or
pupils to be.!”
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The law is not made for true men and women but for
criminals.'®

Because a man does not steal while in prison does not make
him honest."”

A slave does a thing because he must, a free man because he
wills to do it.?°

The strongest incentives to discipline are love and
confidence.?!

No teacher should teach by precept who cannot teach by
example.?

Navigators do not take their reckoning from the flaming
comet, but from the fixed stars.?

Knowledge is not power unless it is sustained by a character.?

Many who have attempted to describe Maeser have done so inac-
curately. He was not an aristocrat of royal lineage, though he had a
refined and commanding presence. His nobility was not by birth, but
by character. He had a profound education, but it was built more upon
his continual, diligent scholarship and service than it was by conform-
ing to the requirements of a prestigious university. He was neither
Prussian nor authoritarian; he had a disdain for tyranny at any level,
especially religious or educational tyranny. His rules were not rigid,
but his expectations were demanding. He did not require compliance
to his will, but he provoked in his students the desire to be more than
they were. He was not rigid in his thought or arrogant in his opinion,
but he was tenaciously loyal to leaders of the Church and ever ready to
humbly follow their counsel. His love for his students was renowned;

he sought them out wherever he traveled.

Tributes by Students

Maeser was central in the preparation of teachers in the Church as
well as in public schools. He was elected to participate in the Utah
Constitutional Convention, and he helped establish the Utah Teachers’
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Association. He also helped develop the public education system in
Utah, including the establishment of “normal schools” (teacher prepa-
ration colleges) at the University of Utah and Brigham Young Academy.
Southern Utah University in Cedar City also began as a normal school
deeply influenced by Maeser. Among Maeser’s immediate students were
three US senators, a justice of the US Supreme Court, congressmen
and other statesmen, university presidents, General Authorities of the
LDS Church, and hundreds of teachers and principals who would serve
throughout the territory.

The greatest achievements of Karl G. Maeser were personal. He won
the love and devotion of a large family and thousands of grateful stu-
dents, many of whom testified that, next to their parents, he was the
most influential person in their entire lives. This volume could not con-
tain the recorded tributes of those he personally inspired. Such an out-
pouring of sincere expressions would not have been inspired by a rigid,
authoritarian aristocrat.

For example, upon hearing of Maeser’s death, Elder James E. Talmage

wrote the following in his journal:

.

James E. Talmage. Left: Photo by C. R. Savage, ca. 1875-90, courtesy of Wikimedia
Commons. Right: Courtesy of LTPSC.
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This day is marked by an event of sad importance. While on
the train I first heard a report afterward confirmed that our friend
and brother,—almost my parent in affection indeed,—Dr. Karl G.
Maeser, departed this life at 4 a.m. today. . . . There are few men in
Israel whose demise would be mourned by a larger circle. Brother
Maeser’s students are numbered by the many thousands, and he has
endeared himself to the hearts of the Latter-day Saints throughout
the world. His work has been a great one, and nobly has it been
accomplished. I feel that he was assuredly fore-ordained to his labor

as a teacher in Zion. His place is not to be taken by another.”

At the age of eighty-five in 1957, Amy Brown Lyman, who became
general president of the Relief Society of the Church, director of the
Church Welfare program, an advocate for women, and a member of
the Utah House of Representatives, gave a glowing tribute to “the great
and masterful teacher—my teacher.” She felt privileged to have felt
“his guiding hand and the benefit of his inspiring example” and added,

“Next to my own parents he has influenced my life most.”*

Amy Brown Lyman. Left: Photographer unknown, 1890, courtesy of LTPSC. Right:
Counrtesy of FamilySearch.org.
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George Sutherland, another of Maeser’s students, never joined the
Church but became a US senator and then a justice of the US Supreme
Court. In his biography of Sutherland, Joel F. Paschal wrote, “He carried
with him for the remainder of his days a vivid and grateful memory of
Maeser, acknowledging always that the immigrant Saint had exerted an
influence on his whole life which can not be exaggerated.””” In 1941, at
the age of seventy-nine Sutherland was still amazed at the breadth and
depth of his former teacher’s knowledge:

He believed that scholastic attainments were better than
riches, but that better than either were faith, love, charity, clean
living, clean thinking, loyalty, tolerance and all the other attri-
butes that combine to constitute that most precious of all pos-
sessions, good character. . . . He had a wonderful grasp of human
nature and seemed to understand almost intuitively the moral and
intellectual qualities of his students. He saw the shortcomings as
well as the excellences of his pupils, and while he never hesitated
to point them out—sometimes in a genial, humorous way—it

was always with such an undercurrent of kindly interest that no

George Sutherland. Left: Salt Lake Tribune, January 6, 1938, courtesy of HBLL.
Right: Photo by Harris & Ewing, courtesy of Library of Congress.
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criticism ever left a sting. He was, of course, an ardent believer in
the doctrines of his Church, but with great tolerance for the views
of those who differed with him in religious faith. I came to the old
Academy with religious opinions frankly at variance with those he
entertained, but I was never made to feel that it made the slightest

difference in his regard or attention.?

Heber J. Grant, who became President of the Church, remembered
leaving a teaching demonstration in tears after watching Maeser work
with children.? “I felt I could sit in the dust at his feet,”*® he related.
President Grant also declared, “I have never traveled with a man who
impressed me more as loving God, and more determined to give to this
work of our Redeemer his life’s labor, than did the late Karl G. Maeser.”*!
George Albert Smith, another future President of the Church, was taught
by Maeser when he was twelve years old. He later wrote, “The influence
of that good man on my life was so great that [ am sure it will endure for
eternity.”*? Similar tributes were offered by prominent Church members
such as Reed Smoot,*” Francis Lyman,* Joseph M. Tanner,” J. Golden
Kimball,*® and BYU Professor John C. Swenson.*’

Benjamin Cluff, who succeeded Karl as president of Brigham Young
Academy and led the effort to transform it into a university, studied with
some of the leading educators of the country: Francis Parker, the father
of the US progressive education movement; John Dewey, the most influ-
ential US philosopher of education; G. Stanley Hall, one of the found-
ers of educational psychology; George Herbert Mead, philosopher and
founder of social psychology; James B. Angell, president of the University
of Michigan; and Charles W. Eliot, president of Harvard. Cluff declared,
“Of all the teachers whom [ now recall, none is more prominent and none
is recalled with more respect and affection than is Dr. Karl G. Maeser.”®

Bryant Hinckley, biographer, principal, and Church leader, was asked
why he didn’t write a book about his former teacher, Karl G. Maeser, and
he replied that it would not be possible:* You will never put on paper—
you can never convey an intangible something that this man had. He
knew how to touch a boy’s heart like no one else that I have ever known.
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Benjamin Cluff. Left: Courtesy of http://www.benjamincluffjrfamily.org/writing. html.
Right: Courtesy of LTPSC.

He put something in fellows that nobody else ever did. I have seen men
come from the farm and ranch and stay there six months and go home
with an entirely new light in their eye. He was a character technician.®

I fully believe that Hinckley was right. The personal qualities and gifts
of Karl G. Maeser that so impacted human hearts may not be expressible,
but there is great reason to believe that the power of his life, his example,
and his faith, dedication, and vision may yet inspire other generations of
truth seekers.

On November 9, 1900, three months before he died, Maeser wrote
some of his favorite sayings on the chalkboards of the Maeser Elementary
School, a different one for each of the four classrooms. In the corner of
the southwest room, he wrote my favorite: “This life is one great object
lesson to practice on the principles of immortality and eternal life.” This
short phrase encapsulated the two most powerful influences of Maeser’s
life: the educational philosophy of Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi and the
doctrines of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.

It was neither accidental nor insignificant that in 1898, Maeser, a man
not given to exaggeration or flattery, referred to Pestalozzi as “the apostle
of the present educational dispensation.”! To a Pestalozzian educator,

“object lesson” has a special meaning. An object lesson was not merely a
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Bryant Hinckley. Left: 1892, courtesy of LTPSC. Right: © Intellectual Reserve, Inc.

cutesy, superficial way to cleverly introduce a preplanned lesson. Objects,
especially those in nature, were to be observed very carefully, and the
observers, both students and teachers, were to ask questions to probe the
insights and conclusions that could be properly reached by such scrutiny.
To learn from these objects would require us to develop our own ability to
observe, not merely to passively receive instruction. It would also invite us
as learners to ask our own questions, refine those questions, and generate
deeper, more insightful ways of viewing that object to discover new mean-
ing in our own lives. A teacher, from this perspective, would not merely
deliver information, but more importantly would invite the learners to
investigate for themselves.

The second part of Maeser’s aphorism, “to practice on the principles
of immortality and eternal life,” of course, refers to his commitment to his
church and its ideals (Moses 1:39). Maeser’s commitment to the Church,
its mission, and its leadership stands as the hallmark of his life. From the
day of his baptism to the very end of his life, he was a fierce and thought-
ful defender of the faith. He believed that each person on earth had
come by divine assignment, foreordained to a specific potential. It was
our task to discover this mission and choose to fulfill it. Teachers were,

then, according to Maeser, “as messengers from our heavenly Father—as



xxxvil CALLED TO TEACH

In the southwest classroom of the Maeser Elementary School in Provo, Utah, Maeser
summarized his philosophy of education, “This life is one great object lesson to practice on
the principles of immortality and eternal life. November 9, 1900.” This remained on the
wall until December 2004. © BYU Photo/Jaren Wilkey.

His representatives—and we have the mission of an angel to perform.”#
In a thoroughly integrated manner, teachers were called to awaken this
sense of mission in their students and help point them to paths that could
fulfill them. For Maeser, divine purpose should permeate all aspects of
the curriculum. He felt that his specific divinely appointed mission was to
strengthen the education of Zion.

Maeser’s chalkboard saying, then, blended these two positions beauti-
fully and added to them the injunction “to practice.” This suggested that a
commitment to principles, though they be good and true, was not enough.
We must also apply them in the context of our own lives. Maeser believed
that though the practices and techniques of different theorists and cul-
tures would vary greatly, the basic principles of a true education would not
change. Hence, for him, this life was one great object lesson for each per-
son to carefully examine and learn. It was also an opportunity to practice
or apply the eternal principles of immortality and eternal life. Each must
ask his or her own questions, face individual challenges, and make critical
decisions, the results of which would carry eternal consequences.

Maeser also believed that everyone’s life was an object lesson and
that the ability to learn from the lives of others was one of the greatest
gifts a person could develop. From beginning to end, Maeser’s life is a
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terrific object lesson, deserving of the most detailed investigation. It is
much better than the embellished versions that have been retold about
him. It has been one of the greatest blessings of my life to study his life
in minute detail. He did not think his story dramatically different from
those of the thousands of others in his day who sacrificed the lives they
knew in order to travel to Zion. Were he here today, he would perhaps
protest against a book such as this, but such a life of truth seeking, faith,
sacrifice, dedication, loyalty, and leadership should not be overlooked.
Though he was the founder of a number of universities in the West,
Maeser is rarely mentioned by educational historians. But his impact was
profound. Few outside The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints
even know his name, but it would be difficult to find an educator in the
western United States that had as great of an impact.

By carefully examining the choices he made, the experiences from
which he learned, and the attitudes he developed, we can gain profound
insights into the ways we might face the challenges of our own lives.
Educators especially have much to gain from a careful observation of
his life. His theories of learning will never be outdated; his remarkable

energy, sacrifice, and loyalty deserve careful observation and emulation.
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