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ABSTRACT
The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints is a uniquely American religion.
As with other religions, Mormons have a history of creating sacred spaces; however, the
Nauvoo Temple in Illinois is distinct. The architecture of the edifice held as many
symbols as the ceremonies performed within, in what contemporaries christened the
“Mormon order” of architecture.
Previous interpretations of the symbolism tend to exhibit bias in either an attempt
to embarrass or defend the church. Only by placing it in its social context of inherited
cultural symbolism, Christian scripture, Freemasonry, sacred space, and New England
folk magic, can the symbolism be more fully appreciated. This study reasons that the
symbolism can be read as a physical manifestation of early Mormon theology. It is an
amalgamation of this inheritance created by a truly American religion, not only the
culture and values of those who built the Nauvoo Temple, but those of their ancestors as
well.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION
From the images of things...we can judge
what is of value in their causes.
Pope Gregory I
The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (LDS), informally known as the
Mormon Church, is a uniquely American religion with converts all over the world. The
original converts and founder were of western European ancestry, and the first successful
missionary efforts outside the country were in the British Isles. Modern Mormon culture
and leadership still relies heavily on its Eurocentric roots. As with other religions,
Mormons have a history of creating sacred spaces. Of the Mormon temples, the original
Nauvoo, Illinois Temple stands out especially for its unique symbolism. Constructed in
the 1840s overlooking the Mississippi River, it was abandoned during the Mormon’s
great trek west, then destroyed by arson and tornado before the decade was out. The
Nauvoo Temple was the first place the Latter-day Saints disseminated their “endowment
ceremony,” and the exterior of the building was covered in as many symbols as the rituals
within.
The architectural use of symbols set a precedent for the church’s crowning
achievement—the world-famous Salt Lake Temple in Salt Lake City, Utah. A century
and a half after the first was destroyed, the Nauvoo Temple was rebuilt as close to the
original exterior as could be historically determined. In the intervening years, the Nauvoo
and Salt Lake temples were the only two of more than one hundred buildings to have
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more-than-formulaic Protestant Christian symbolism on the exterior until a subtle
reintroduction of it around the time of the Nauvoo Temple’s reconstruction. This creates
questions. What led to the use of symbolism? What did they mean for the people who
built the original Nauvoo Temple? What was the purpose of the images on the temple?
The symbolism of the Nauvoo Temple has been explored before, but previous
interpretations have been biased in a variety of directions, and most lack an
understanding of the inherited cultural symbolism of the structure in scripture, early
Christianity, Freemasonry, and the Western European traditions of sacred space and folk
magic. The Nauvoo Temple symbolism is an amalgamation of this inheritance created by
a truly American religion—a physical manifestation of early Mormon theology. It reflects
not only the culture and values of the people who built it, but those of their ancestors as
well, in what contemporary newspapermen christened the “Mormon order” of
architecture.
A more comprehensive symbolic study of the architecture on the original Nauvoo
Temple is long overdue. Available literature and interpretations of its symbolism are
limited in both quantity and quality, and generally biased in scope. A broader study must
include the culture and values of the people who built it in their historical context.
Additionally, it must be understood that culture is evolving based on influences exerted
on a particular demographic. These values, beliefs, and traditions that shaped both early
Mormon society and theology are often dismissed or ignored completely in the modern
interpretation of the symbols found on the original Nauvoo Temple.
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The dilemma remains that the present symbolic studies of the Nauvoo Temple do
not take into account the broader cultural influences. By considering these other factors,
an appreciation of the symbols becomes richer and deeper. A study of these influences
will also aid in a better understanding of the people who built the temple and how the
temple has itself become an icon of sacrifice, endurance, Mormon cultural identity, and
the broader American narrative.
Current studies of these symbols tend to be superficial in nature. Mormon authors
seek to explain more about how the symbols relate to their theological interpretation of
biblical meanings, and the explanations tend to be narrow and repetitive. Often they are
simply a restatement of what current church leaders have said regarding the symbols.
When pressed with the more controversial symbols, the complex nature of Mormon
theology regarding the cosmos is distilled down to one or two trite sentences.
On the other side of the discussion, the bias runs toward discrediting Mormon
theology or proving the religion’s cult status. The internet is rife with conspiracy theories
regarding the unique religion, and the symbols on the Nauvoo Temple are taken as proof.
These interpretations are often based on modern connotations that evolved into entirely
different meanings in the almost two-hundred years since the religion’s founding. In both
cases, the why and the how are not explored to any great depth. Contemporary sources are
taken out of their historical context to fit the agenda of the authors.
Scholarly studies on the edifice have remained focused on the architecture.
Archeological studies have been conducted, as well as a gathering collection of
descriptions and plans. These have been done for the purpose of understanding what the
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building looked like and the eventual rebuilding of the temple from 1999-2002. Concerns
focused on a faithful recreation, not the iconography included in the original.
Descriptions of the symbols are based on measurements and technical features.
This study is first and foremost limited by the lack of primary sources from the
designer and the architect on the meaning of the symbols they used. Without that, all
interpretations must necessarily come down to speculation. There is extant information
for some symbols, but Joseph Smith, the Mormon Prophet and designer of the temple,
continued to make design changes as the building progressed based on new revelations
and his understanding of the cosmos. Many of the original architectural plans have
survived, but revisions were made during construction. A handful of existing
daguerreotypes and illustrations are available, but the artists usually captured the same
angle of the building, so some elements are only known through written descriptions
(Figure 1). Written descriptions are many, but very limited in their value, mostly
describing only the dimensions, and very rarely much more than a mention that the
architectural features were present. These may or may not be specific and are also subject
to the speaker’s point of view and his or her own cultural experiences and points of
reference.
The building, itself, may have provided some clues, but it was destroyed by an
arsonist in 1848 and a tornado in 1850. Most of the stone was repurposed in other
structures, nearly always becoming a mere jumble of fragments. Although the building
was reconstructed in 2002, the architects struggled to figure out true dimensions, what
went where, with the location of some symbols not being restored due to uncertainty.
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The study of symbols is complex and somewhat subjective. By nature, symbols
are multi-layered and contain more than one meaning. However, understanding the
values and the culture at a fixed time and place aides in a more precise approach to
understanding how and why the symbol was chosen. Contemporary primary resources
can be used, and to a lesser degree reminiscences, including primary sources that record
contemporary attitudes and interactions with the symbols. Research will all incorporate
evidence of the cultural values and influence. This can also be found in contemporary
buildings and the use of specific symbols during that period. The evolution of the
symbols meaning will be explored. Also, links to Western culture, religion, folk customs,
belief in magic and alchemic influence, as well as Freemasonry can be established
through evidence apparent in contemporary Mormon theology, practice, and rituals.
For the purpose of this study, culture is broadly defined as the norms to which a
society or group of people give value. This can include, but is not limited to, theological
notions, superstitions, traditions, rules of conduct, and a commonly held sense of identity.
A by-product of culture includes not only symbols, but places of veneration and sacred
spaces. Sacred spaces are dedicated to specific purposes, often for worshipping a higher
power, teaching theology, or as places of enlightenment. All references to deity are based
on the broad Christian God, Jesus Christ, Holy Ghost concepts, unless otherwise noted.
The Nauvoo Temple is a unique example of an American use of sacred space. The
symbols on the temple were not just ascetical but used as tools for teaching the complex
and multi-layer notions of the Mormons’ understanding of the world in which they lived
and the cosmos. The broader question is, what were those influences and what was
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appropriated from the previous and contemporary cultures related to the original Nauvoo
Temple? More precisely, how do specific symbols reflect that inheritance?

Figure 1. Daguerreotype of Nauvoo Temple. 1846. Daughters of the Utah Pioneers. Cedar City, Utah.
commons.wikipedia.org.
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CHAPTER 2

FOUNDATIONS
The receptiveness of humanity’s spiritual
side to such experiences can allow a
meaningful symbolism to arise from the
phenomena and traditions of the world
and our own lives, and inspire us to create
new symbolism.
Gerhart B. Ladner
In order to understand the Nauvoo Temple symbolism, one must first explore the
origins of Mormonism and the cultural belief systems its early converts came from.
Development of theology does not happen in complete isolation. One cannot learn a more
complex concept without first learning a foundational one—as is oft quoted in
Mormonism, “precept upon precept; line upon line” (Authorized King James Version, Isa.
28.13). The foundational beginnings of the Mormon concept of the cosmos is varied, and
part of the American experience. Traditionally, the story of Mormonism began with the
theophany of a fourteen-year-old boy in Upstate New York. However, that boy was also
influenced by the culture around him. Joseph Smith, Jr., was born December 23, 1805, in
the farming community of Sharon, Vermont, to Joseph and Lucy (née Mack) Smith. The
future prophet was the fifth of their eleven children. After moves to New Hampshire and
back to Vermont, in mid-1816—known as “the year without a summer”1—the Smith
family moved to the Burned Over District of New York, to the village of Palmyra, and

1

In 1816, the average temperatures decreased globally. This caused major crop failures
and food shortages, especially in New England. This anomaly is now believed to have
been a result of a massive volcanic eruption in the Dutch East Indies.
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shortly thereafter to a farm outside nearby Manchester (Brooke 66).
Although family relations were of vital influence, the culture into which Smith
was born also had significant influence on him, his early converts, and the symbolism
used on the Nauvoo Temple. The Burned Over District was an especially active area
during the Christian evangelism of the Second Great Awakening. Influenced by
Romantic philosophy, this movement was a rejection of the rationalism and reason of the
Enlightenment. It was also the era that saw the beginning of abolition, the women’s rights
movements, and utopian social experiments. The 1780s and ‘90s witnessed reactions
again Calvinist Orthodoxy and Universal Salvation, and saw the growth in popularity of
Methodists, Universalists, Shakers, Freewill Baptists, Freemasonry, and religious leaders
like Alexander Campbell2 and Elias Smith3 (Brooke 60). Early converts to Mormonism
came largely from these newer theologies and philosophies. In general, religious
sentiment was shifting to a new millennial age that looked forward to the Second Coming
of Christ. Many embraced the Romantic notions of emotion and elements of the
supernatural. There was a resurgence of Hermeticism4 and a resistance to pure rationality
in religion. The true path of spiritual growth, they believed, had magical traditions that
would reveal ancient and eternal wisdoms. A revival of Christian Mysticism in the form
2

Alexander Campbell (1788-1866) was a leader in the Restoration Movement, which
spawned many denominations. The Restorationists stressed a reliance on scripture. Many
of the first generation of Mormon leadership were Restorationist preachers.
3
Elias Smith (1769-1846) founded several Christian churches in New England. Later,
this church joined with similar thinking groups in the area to form the Christian
Connexion.
4
Hermeticism emerged in late antiquity about the same time as Christianity, Gnosticism,
and Neoplatonism. The philosophical, religious, and mystic notions revolved around
alchemy, astrology, and rituals in magic. The Renaissance and Reformation saw a
resurgence of Hermetic thought and ideas.
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of German Spiritualism found its way to America in German settlements (Brooke 39). In
the esoteric tradition, Christianity was a mystery religion, understood by only a small
group of people—the chosen. Mormonism was also radical and founded on radical
philosophies. Mormons saw themselves as the chosen of God, and believed their
revolutionary views would prevail. For many, the Mormon religious system offered
political, economic, and social relief (Swick).
Freemasonry’s popularity likewise grew during the 1780s and 1790s, with
membership coming from both Romantic and Enlightenment devotees. This era also saw
the proliferation of other secret societies, but none were as successful (Brooke 91).
Masonry shared the Romantic revival of the occult, Christian millennialism,
dispensationalism, restoration of truth, and Adamic powers, as well as the Enlightenment
ideals of freedom, the primacy of knowledge, and the universal brotherhood of man. In
1842, Joseph Smith, Jr., officially joined Freemasonry even though he had been exposed
to it while living in New York. He also began an earnest study of Egyptian, Hebrew, and
the Old Testament. Masons relied on art from Ancient Egypt in their use of symbolism.
There became an interdependence for Mormonism with Freemasonry as Smith borrowed
heavily from Masonic notions (Roberts 37-38). Smith was particularly interested in the
Royal Arch Masonry, believing that through its restoration, truths of the ancient church
would be revealed. Both Masonry and Mormonism incorporated radical ideas (Swick). In
Masonry, each degree can interpret the same symbol differently. Masons adopted
Christian symbols and added more layers, and Smith, as an extraordinarily gifted ritualist,
took from both Christian and Masonic interpretations of symbols and added his own
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theology.
Another cultural influence that is often overlooked is magic. Magic and the
supernatural were a vibrant thread of the belief systems of many New Englanders. It was
more common than modern Americans realize or acknowledge. Treasure digging,
divining, counterfeiting, a renewed interest in alchemy, and white witchcraft, while not
abundant, were at least unexceptional. As John L. Brooke has written, “Overall, the
evidence suggests that divining and counterfeiting occurred among different groups of
people living in the same localities” (Brooke 123). Because Smith and his followers
largely came from this demographic, so too did the notion of healing and white magic
into Mormonism.
Failed crops and the deflation of currency caused widespread economic hardship
in Colonial and Federal America (Brooke 136). In the struggle to support themselves,
people were compelled to move into less populated areas along the frontier in search of
more productive, cheaper, and larger tracts of land. There on the borders, folk or nontraditional medical practitioners were less expensive than formally trained practitioners,
and “healers” were vital parts of rural communities (Brooke 21).
In this setting, ministers were often practitioners of medicine. In both Protestant
and Catholic views of cosmology, theology was transmitted from God or his messengers
from the invisible world, and both Protestants and Catholics feared the devil and demonic
forms. Practitioners of magic, some of whom were ministers, could manipulate the forces
in the invisible world, and white magic could offer protection from the ever-present devil
(Brooke 6). Three hundred years before, the Catholic church saw white magic as an
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usurpation, and many Protestant denominations regarded it as a pact with evil, and less
than 120 years before the Mormon Prophet’s birth, suspected witches were being
executed in Salem. However, both Protestant and Catholic rank-and-file members held
onto the beliefs in the occult and superstition, for where witchcraft was of the devil, white
magic would keep him and his minions at bay. These were handed down through many
generations and found their way to the New World. The Catholic church was never able
to eradicate the belief in the occult or white magic, and many still believed in the
“cunning folk” who could see and manipulate the invisible world, and manifest divine
power through revelations (Brooke 6-7). A decade before the Mormon Prophet’s birth,
the religious denomination, the New Israelites of Rutland County, Vermont, including
some of Smith’s relatives, brought together folk magic, Christian Freemasonry, and
biblical reform in the 1790s (Brooke 57-58). Symbolism on the Nauvoo Temple
borrowed from white magic traditions.
Alchemy experienced a resurgence among the folk magic practitioners. They
taught that the earth was a living, breathing entity, and there was a correspondence
between spiritual and material entities (Brooke 8). The ethereal vapors of mercury, sulfur,
water, and earthly smoke caused metal to grow and change within the earth, and
alchemists sought to replicate the process (Brooke 8). Even celebrated Puritan poet Anne
Bradstreet used the mystical symbolism of regeneration found in Renaissance alchemy
(Brooke 36). These ideas were still prevalent in the early 1800s. Often in the pursuit of
wealth, people turned to alchemy, and the basic principles behind it also found their way
into religious theory. Freemasons adopted many alchemic traditions into their lexicon and
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thus eventually it crept into early Mormonism (Stavish 132-133). Notions of alchemy
were linked with creation, which is, itself, an important thread in Mormonism and the
symbols of the temple.
Kinship also shaped the Federal culture. The Smith family’s interaction with
cultural influences were just as common as anyone in their area, and should not be
discounted. By the 1790s, Smith family members were exposed to Masonry (Brooke
140). Joseph Smith’s grandfather Asael Smith, helped form a Universalist society in
Tunbridge, Vermont. His religious inclinations were indicative of the Second Great
Awakening, claiming God and his mysteries were not beyond the reach of all mankind
(Brooke 132-33). Joseph Smith would later use the symbolism of the Nauvoo Temple
to teach about revelations regarding these mysteries. Additionally, Joseph Smith Sr.
was a firm believer in and practitioner of magic and the supernatural (Brooke 72).
Both he and his wife, Lucy Mack Smith experienced dreams and visions (Brook 85).
The Mack family also believed in visions, healings, and a quest for the new
dispensation. Lucy’s great-grandfather, John Mack (or Macke), immigrated from
Scotland and settled in Lyme, Connecticut. He was attracted to the community because
of its unorthodox reputation in religious culture (Brooke 78-79). In the 1820s, “Faculty
Abrac” was a phrase often used that linked magic and the divine. The Smith family
participated in drawing magic circles or fortune telling. Neighbors from Palmyra and
Manchester affirmed that the Smiths occasionally neglected their farms and other work
so they could look for treasure. Lucy Mack Smith did not deny the family’s
relationship to magic, but insisted that they never
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stopt our labor and went <at> trying to win the faculty of Abrac[,] drawing Magic
circles[,] or sooth saying to the neglect of all kinds of business[.] we never during
our lives suffered one important interest to swallow up every other obligation but
whilst we worked with our hands we endeavored to remmember [sic] the service
of & the welfare of our souls. (Smith 10)
After her marriage, Lucy Smith moved from church to church seeking truth. This
was a commonality many early converts shared. Joseph Sr. did not join any church, but
the children followed their mother in seeking a spiritual home. Joseph Jr. was not
immune. Lucy and three of her older children converted to Presbyterianism. Joseph Jr.
leaned toward the Methodists, but couldn’t settle. This search exposed Joseph Jr. to
varied notions and theologies. Turning to the Bible for answers, he read James chapter
one, verse five: “If any of you lack wisdom, let him ask of God, that giveth to all men
liberally, and upbraideth not; and it shall be given to him” (Authorized King James
Version, James 1.5). Soon after, he decided to isolate himself in a grove of trees on the
family farm, and there prayed aloud for the knowledge which church he should join. The
answer came in a vision of God and Jesus Christ. They spoke to Joseph Jr., directing him
to join none of the churches he had been investigating (Smith 48-50). The Smith family
accepted that their son had experienced a prophetic vision. In this cultural climate, others
would accept it was well. For them it was not out of the realm of possibility.
Three years later, on the consecutive nights of September 21 and 22, 1823, Joseph
Jr. had another vision. This time an angel revealed that hidden in a nearby hill was a
record of an Israelite tribe, written on golden plates, who lived in ancient America. The
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angel, an ancient Amerindian Prophet named Moroni, also revealed Joseph Jr.’s role in
the future restoration of the pure gospel of Jesus Christ. Several years later, Angel
Moroni allowed Smith to obtain the plates on September 22, 1827 (Joseph Smith Jr.). He
would translate and in 1830, publish the record as the Book of Mormon. Moroni’s visit
had influence on the placement and look of the Nauvoo Temple angel. It also melded
well with the notions of millennialism, dispensationalism, and restorationism.
In January of that year, Joseph Smith Jr. wed Emma Hale in South Bainbridge,
New York. They met while he was treasure seeking for a neighbor of the Hale family in
Harmony, Pennsylvania. Smith had a reputation for divining5 and an association with
supernatural activities. Her father disapproved of the match, and rumors circulated the
Smith had somehow bewitched the young woman into marrying him (Brooke 72).
The young couple began their life together, and translation of the Book of Mormon
commenced. At first, Emma served as a scribe, and a friend, Martin Harris, took up the role
in April and June of 1828. Eventually, an itinerant school teacher named Oliver Cowdery, a
distant cousin of Smith’s, would take over the position. Cowdery had his own history of
diving gifts, having also been descended from the New Israelite community of Rutland
County, Vermont. Smith would translate from the gold plates by the aid of a “Urim and

5

Divining uses magic or the supernatural to gain special insight sometimes to find
treasure, where to dig a well or harness the positive forces of an other worldly power. For
Christians, this supernatural power was linked to God as he was the creator of all.

15
6

7

Thummim,” and later by a seer stone, while Cowdery wrote (Brooke 155-156).
This idea of continued revelation and restoration of the truth compelled many to
convert to the church. For these new converts, the building of the temple was meant to
further this work and spread knowledge to the worthy members of the church. The
temple’s symbols were a teaching tool. As Smith dove into the translation of the golden
plates a sheet hung between the prophet and his scribes. On May 15, 1829, the biblical
John the Baptist appeared to Smith and Cowdery in Harmony, Pennsylvania. The
heavenly visitor bestowed the “Aaronic priesthood” on the two men, and commanded
them to baptize each other. Several weeks later, the New Testament apostles Peter,
James, and John appeared to the duo and bestowed a higher priesthood, the Melchizedek
order (Joseph Smith Jr.). This authority was the key to exercising the priesthood, and
future temples, including Nauvoo would become a place to use this power on a higher
level. The Book of Mormon came off the press on March 26, 1830, and the Church of
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints formally organized on April 6, 1830.

6

The Urim and Thummin were similar to those used by Israelite priests to divine the
future. Smith found these in the vault along with the golden plates. Lucy Mack Smith
described to them as a pair of stones fashioned to a breastplate, functioning somewhat
similar to a large pair of spectacles. The words Urim and Thummim are associated with
light and perfection or truth.
7
Seer stones were not uncommon in the area. Diviners used these special stones infused
with a supernatural power for interpretation purposes or to interact with the unseen world.
They were meant to be used by a “seer,” someone who could see the future. Joseph Smith
Jr. would put his in a hat to eliminate distractions while he was translating the Book of
Mormon.
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CHAPTER 3

BUILDING THE KINGDOM OF ZION
God is again, saying to men, build me
places as I shall direct you, where I can
manifest myself to you, and send my
angels to minister to you as in days of old.
Oliver Cowdery
Even before there was an organized church, Joseph Smith and his followers were
already developing a concept of Zion. Repeatedly, the Lord told his people through
Smith, “seek to bring forth and establish the cause of Zion” (Doctrine and Covenants 6.6,
11.6, 12.6, 14.6, 21.7). The purpose of Zion was to be two-fold: a physical City of Zion
where the chosen could gather, and a spiritual Zion where Christ could reveal himself and
rule over his people, and a temple was central to both.
The building up of the physical City of Zion was as important as the spiritual
kingdom. Zion was to be where saints may live without poverty or strife. The righteous
would dwell in peace, and Zion would serve as a place the saints could flee from the
impending apocalyptic chaos (Waugh 74-79). Zion included conversion and a gathering
of the saints as well and physical buildings. Central to this restored Kingdom of God was
a temple—a place where the faithful could learn more about ancient truths and draw
closer to God.
Just as with other religions, Mormons were compelled to create a sacred space. In
the vein of restorationism, Mormons looked to the ancients for a model architecturally
and ritualistically, specifically the Old Testament, the Tabernacle, as well as Solomon’s
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and Herod’s temples (Waugh 89-90).
Masonic ritual was also linked to temple building. They favored the general
structure and pattern of Egyptian, Phoenician, and Mesopotamian temples. The layout
was according to ancient standards that the Freemasons called the “long square.” Typical
to the design was a smaller outer vestibule or porch (Hodapp 47). The temples provided a
physical separation from the world and considered the place where God dwelt on earth
(Biasi 42-44).
The Nauvoo Temple was not the first attempt or even completion of a Mormon
sacred space. When a group of early Mormon missionaries converted a Campbellite
preacher named Sidney Rigdon, his congregation in and around the village of Kirtland,
Ohio, did so as well. These new members came from utopian communal groups bringing
many of these ideas with them (Waugh 74). In February 1831, Joseph and Emma Smith
relocated there. Much of the church’s organization structure was laid out during this
period. While church headquarters were located in Kirtland, “the saints”—as the
Mormons referred to their members, were also gathering in Missouri.
A July 1831 revelation revealed Independence, Jackson County, Missouri to be
the center of the foretold City of Zion (Doctrine and Covenants 57). Traditionally,
Christianity taught that Jesus’ sacrifice made temples unnecessary, and did not call their
sacred spaces temples. However, the use of the word temple brought connotations to
Hebrew traditions (Waugh 322-324). Various conflicts in Missouri prevented the
Mormons from building a temple in Jackson County or at later settlements in Clay and
Daviess Counties. Smith received revelation regarding directions for how Zion should be
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laid out as a city. This plot would serve as a model for future settlements. Like a
cathedral as the heart of a medieval European city, the temple or a temple block was to be
the focal point of Zion.
Eventually, a temple was built in Kirtland, but it served more for the purpose of a
large meeting house with offices, classrooms, and an assembly hall. Joseph Smith’s
personal education of the ancient church continued in this building. A week after the
temple’s March 27, 1836, dedication, Smith and Cowdery were visited Jesus Christ, and
the biblical prophets Moses, Elias, and Elijah. They accepted the building, instructed the
two men on the mysteries of God, and restored priesthood keys which gave the men
authority to perform additional sacred ordinances, which would not be developed until
the Nauvoo Temple was under construction.
Contentions with non-Mormons and ex-church members led to Joseph Smith
leaving Kirtland in January of 1838 for the Mormon settlements in northwestern
Missouri. However, Missouri did not prove a haven for the gathering elect of Zion.
Violence erupted in October 1838, and Missouri Governor Lilburn Boggs issued an
executive order declaring that the Mormons must leave the state or be exterminated8
(Boggs). Smith and other leaders of the church were arrested and imprisoned, and many
members of the church lost everything. Throughout the winter of 1838-1839, Mormon
refugees fled eastward towards Quincy, Illinois, where residents took them in. Several
months later, the church leaders were allowed to escape custody, and they, too, made
8

Lilburn W. Boggs (1796-1860) was governor of Missouri from 1836-1840. His order
read in part, “The Mormons must be treated as enemies, and must be exterminated or
driven from the state if necessary for the public peace—their outrages are beyond all
description.”
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their way to Illinois.
Back amongst his people, Smith began looking for a new gathering location, and
found one 47 miles north of Quincy at a tiny settlement called Commerce. As a new
gathering began, the place was renamed Nauvoo, a Hebrew word meaning “beautiful”
(Zucker 48). By the fall of 1840, Smith issued a proclamation for all the “scattered
saints” to gather to Nauvoo where they would erect “a house of prayer, a house of order,
a house for the worship of our God, where ordinances can be attended to agreeably to His
divine will…” (McGavin 2). Harkening back to early Christianity, the Kingdom of
Heaven was also the geographic location of souls. The temple represented the center of
the universe and a point of creation, because that’s where God dwelt with man.
Nauvoo was on the edge of the frontier at the time the Mormons settled there, and
wilderness abounded, though it did not remain so very long. Traditionally, the wilderness
served as an ideal place for contemplation and a life focused on inner peace (Fideler 38,
156). Utopian and communal ideals from the Nauvoo period were fundamental in the
evolution of the unique Mormon culture (Waugh 94). Like the power of the medieval
church, the eventual theocracy of the elite (i.e., Mormons leadership), would control the
civic and theological balance of power. Not unlike a medieval cathedral, the Nauvoo
Temple would also represent economic strength (Waugh 109). For the Mormon
community of Nauvoo, the completion of the temple was the achievement of a dream and
an important step in their goal toward Zion, especially after the failed attempts in
Missouri and Ohio.
On January 19, 1841, another revelation to Smith gave more specifics regarding
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the temple—though it would be more than a year before it was officially designated a
“temple” by revelation (Doctrine and Covenants 124.27, 127.4). It was to be a sacred
space for ordinances an expanded series of ordinances. Smith instructed the saints “And
again, verily I say unto you, I command you again to build a house to my name, even in
this place, that you may prove yourselves unto me that you are faithful in all things
whatsoever I command you, that I may bless you, and crown you with honor,
immortality, and eternal life” (McGavin 3-5).
Since ancient times, across cultures and religions, humans have built sacred
spaces. The idea of a sacred space is complex and multilayered. Besides the ancient
precedents of a sacred space, Americans embraced the importance of a house of worship.
The American narrative has a proclivity toward a theme of exile and safe return to home,
or a new home/ haven. For colonists, a church building was a sign of security and success
for the new community (Howe 14, 24, 38). The settlers in Nauvoo could certainly relate
to their temple in this way.
Although philosophies and theologies vary, sacred spaces served as places to link
the cosmos and the earthly life. The physical link between the seen and unseen world was
reclaimed and reinvented in a new form of the original Nauvoo Temple. Symbols of this
sacred space also served as a physical link to the unseen.
A temple was also fundamental to the spiritual growth of the people and the full
restoration of the true gospel. In addition to restoration notions, Mormonism also
embraced the ideas of the dispensationalists (Waugh 93). They were a chosen people
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living in the last or final dispensation, which would end with the imminent Second
Coming of Christ. Additionally, they believed that the revelations of mysteries and the
restoration could not be realized until the temple was completed (McGavin 14). Mormons
looked specifically to Solomon’s temple as an exemplar. The biblical temple was built on
the Mount Moriah in Jerusalem. Here, it was traditionally held, Abraham prepared to
sacrifice Isaac. Talmudic tradition held that the world itself was created from the
“Foundation Stone” on the Temple Mount (Harris 234). Solomon was instrumental in
building the famous temple to house the Ark of the Covenant. The temple provided a
focal point for Jewish worship, a space to house the Holy of Holies, a sacred place
entered only by the high priests, those deemed worthy.
In 587 BCE, Babylonian King Nebuchadzzer II deported the Jews from Jerusalem
and destroyed the temple, and in 538 BCE, Cyrus II of Persia released them to return to
Jerusalem. Upon their liberation, many returned to their holy city and rebuilt the temple,
but not on as grand a scale. In the first century BCE, King Herod of Judea wanted to
restore the temple to its former glory, and embarked on a monumental building project
that took nearly a century to complete. Not long after it was finished, the Romans
destroyed it. Jewish tradition held that a third temple would coincide with the coming of
the Messiah (Nozedar 299). Mormons drew a parallel between their experiences in Ohio,
Missouri, and later Illinois, to that of the Jews in Jerusalem. It is interesting to note that
the finished Nauvoo Temple and Herod’s Temple had similar dimensions (Waugh 344).
9

Dispensations were chronological periods where God delivered his doctrine to a people,
with one main leader to administer the gospel. Dispensationalists believed they were in
the last of these periods and part of their purpose was to help usher in the Second
Coming.
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Joseph’s brother, Hyrum owned an 1830 edition of Josephus

10

wherein the historian

confirmed the dimensions of the temple that were given in the Old Testament (Josephus,
Antiquities Book 8.3.2).
Going back even further than the temple in Jerusalem, according to the Old
Testament, the Hebrews were enslaved in Egypt (Authorized King James Version, Exod.
1.8-14). Ancient Egyptian culture was not without its sacred spaces. The physical process
of entering and existing an Egyptian temple reflected their idea of the cosmos. As one
entered and progressed through the open courtyard, the hypostyle hall, then into the heart
of the building, the sanctuary, the sunlight would decrease. This experience was meant to
echo the sun’s journey, and rebirth (Fiero 17-18). Thus, Egyptian temples taught their
selected elite through sensory experience. The tabernacle which the Israelites built in the
wilderness mirrored this concept, although on a smaller scale. Only those Mormons
found worthy would be allowed to enter the sacred temple.
Sacred spaces such as temples are theologically linked to heaven. In Mormonism,
the purpose and physical plans of the temple come through revelations. The temple
represents the center of the universe where God dwells with man and is a point of
creation. Just as with other cultures, this sacred space is a recreation of divine perfection
(Waugh 344).
For Nauvoo’s temple, the architecture needed to be more grand than Kirtland, and
to get the best ideas Smith held a contest. Twenty-eight-year-old William Weeks won. A

10

Josephus was a Roman and Jewish scholar and historian. He lived in Roman occupied
Jerusalem, and his writings record many descriptions of events surrounding the Jewish
revolt as well as the city of Jerusalem during the First Century CE.
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Massachusetts native from a Quaker family, architecture was in Weeks’s genes (“William
Weeks, Architect of the Nauvoo Temple” 338). His father was an architect and builder,
and William and his brother Arwin were architects. Sometime while working with Arwin
in South Carolina, Weeks converted to Mormonism (Bennion 74). After his baptism,
Weeks cut ties with his family. While living Nauvoo, Weeks received a “Patriarchal
Blessing” 11 from John Smith, uncle of the Mormon Prophet, who blessed him with the
power to learn architecture as well as other useful arts and sciences (Bennion 78).
Weeks made masterfully detailed drawings. As a student of architecture, Weeks
was familiar with the works of architects like James Gibbs and Asher Benjamin as well
as the master Andrea Palladio. Gibbs’s 1728 Book of Architecture was used as a model
for a large number of American churches (Howe 119-120). His St. Martin-in-the-Fields
in London clearly had influence on St. Michael’s Church in Charleston, South Carolina.
Both of these are strikingly similar to Weeks’s original design for Nauvoo (Figure 2).
Asher Benjamin was a proponent of the Federalist or Adam style, and authored seven
books on architecture, including the first one ever published in America, The Country
Builder’s Assistant of 1797. These books were widely circulated amongst those in the
trade (Howe 127).

11

Patriarchal Blessings are sometimes called an evangelist’s blessing. Given by a
patriarch—a church office—these blessings are often seen as personal scripture. As
Mormons believe they are literal Children of Israel, their tribe of Israel is designated, and
various promises and blessings that the Lord will bestow upon the worthy recipient, are
all included. These blessings mirror those Jacob gave to his sons before he died in
Genesis 48-49.
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Figure 2. Comparison of Similar Churches. (Left) William Weeks. Front elevation of Nauvoo Temple with
triangular pediment. 1841-1846. Image credit: Church History Library, Salt Lake City, Utah. (Center)
James Gibbs. St. Martin-in-the-Fields. 1722-1726. London, England. Photo credit: Cutts, Robert. 2014.
Flicker.com. (Right) Unknown. St. Michael’s Episcopal Church. 1751-1761. Charleston, South Carolina.
Photo credit: “Historic American Buildings Survey.” 1977-1979. Library of Congress, Washington, D.C.

The architectural plans for the Nauvoo Temple were fairly fluid, and changed
according to Smith’s direction. The saints believed the prophet received the plans through
revelation (“William Weeks, Architecture of the Nauvoo Temple” 341-344). The final
result would be termed by some the “Mormon order” 12 of architecture (Colvin 130).
There were traces of both Greek revival and Gothic, but the most appropriate category is
sometimes called Romantic Classicism. It reflected the high ideals of the Classic style but
mixed with a Romantic element that “yearned for a better era” (Howe 26). The classical
style was associated with prestige and power, while the Greek Revival was flexible
enough to be easily adapted to houses, churches, and civic buildings. Later studies of the
12

The unique result of mixing architectural styles became known as the Mormon order of
architecture. Modern Mormon temples are designed based on the general principles of
this “order.” However, they no longer use the extensive symbolism found on the exterior
of the Nauvoo temple.
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temple’s architecture associated the Mormon order as loosely based on the Corinthian,
the highest order of Greek sculpture (Cornell 69). Charles Lanman, who saw the temple
in 1846, called it a Roman style mixed with Greek and Egyptian (Waugh 358-59). An
unaccredited 1846 letter in the Burlington, Iowa Hawk-Eye stated it was “a style of
architecture which no Greek nor Goth, nor Frank ever dreamed” (Burlington Hawk-Eye).
Perched on a bluff above the Mississippi River, the height and verticality of the steeple
echoed the Gothic style and physical association with the exalted (Howe 31-35, 163).
County historian Thomas Gregg recollected Nauvoo containing 1,200 hand-hewn
log cabins, 200-300 brick, and 300-500 frame houses (Gregg 296-298). Crowning the
bluff above the river, and towering over these mostly single-story buildings, the Nauvoo
Temple, constructed of locally quarried white limestone, made a statement. Smith’s
revelation of January 1841 proclaimed that temple would be built as a sacred space to
perform holy ordinances, and Smith would later reveal the dimensions. Contemporary
statements listed the temple as 165 feet high, 88 feet wide, and 128 feet long (Hallwas
and Launius 16). The reality proved slightly different. Excavations in the 1960s by
Southern Illinois University determined that the true dimension were 128 feet on the
south side, 130 feet on the north side, and 90 feet wide on both the east and west sides
(Harrington 17).
The temple’s facade followed the Greek tradition of a portico, although this one
was enclosed, creating a vestibule framed by three large Romanesque arches (Figure 3).
Later recollections of the temple would sometimes confuse the exterior pilasters with
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Figure 3. William Weeks. Revised Version of Temple Plans. 1841-1846. Church History Library. Salt
Lake City, Utah.

columns, but they were of the Doric order,13 with a broad base upon which was carved a
crescent (“Recollections of the Nauvoo Temple” 482). Thirty pilasters were evenly
spaced along the four outer walls. As mentioned, the bottom of each pilaster held a
carved crescent. The top of each had a sunstone while the frieze above had alternating
starsstones and star windows (Schliechert 2-30).
The builders were interested in not just the shape, but the surface texture of the
stone. The pilasters and carved figures were polished smooth to reflect light, and the
fieldstones on the walls between the pilasters were rough lined to absorb light. Though
13

The Doric order of architecture was one of three styles used by Ancient Greek
architects. It is known for its simplicity. Early Greek temples, such as the Parthenon,
were based on the Doric order.

27
harvested from the same quarry, this had the effect of making the pilasters appear even
brighter (Nauvoo Temple Architecture 168-169).
A regular pattern of windows began at the basement level where they were in a
semi-circle pattern. Moving up the walls, the rows alternated between Romanesque
arched and circular windows. The circular windows were Neoclassical, and were
composed of two continuous rounded arches, known as Palladian after the Renaissance
architect Andrea Palladio. Projecting stone sills of eight inches framed each window, and
the stonework itself formed rounded arches with keystones at every quarter. Plans for the
temple indicated that the window glass had a special aesthetic purpose in either or both
imagery and color. However, the existing photographs do not clearly show what the
finished results were (Nauvoo Temple Architecture 170-171).
The building faced west, and entrants moved from west to east. The triangular
pediment with arched window of Weeks’s original design for the front was moved to the
back, and the front given a block facade and smaller semi-circular windows.
Each side of the roof had dormers behind a balustrade that rimmed the roofline.
The central roofline had a deck with octagonal skylights and was also balustraded
(Nauvoo Temple Architecture 75, 170, 187). Evidence strongly suggests that these were
colored skylights (Nauvoo Temple Architecture 187). However, there are no specific
accounts or sources detailing the design and exact colors. The space below these was
eventually used for the “endowment” ritual, and the color filtered through the stained
glass created an ethereal atmosphere. In Gothic cathedrals, the stained glass was meant to
transport one from the dreary world to a heavenly one. As light passed through the
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colored glass, it would be transformed, cleansed, and refined. The light was indicative of
both God’s love and Jesus’ redemption of mankind (Polis). While there is no precise
record that the colored skylights were meant to invoke these notions upon Nauvoo
patrons, they were strategically placed above the space where ordinances were meant to
transform participants spiritually.
Weeks’s original design called for a three-tiered square tower atop the front
pediment, but was revised to an octagonal one atop the box. In the classical style, this
tower was topped by a dome, somewhat reminiscent although on a smaller scale of the
Florence Cathedral (Jackson 6). Starting at the box or attic space, the construction
medium changed from stone to wood. New England architecture developed a tradition of
a steeple with no cross. Instead, there was a weathervane or iron flag. This was
consciously done to move away from both Catholic and Anglican connotations (Howe
79). The builders of the Nauvoo Temple wanted a steeple, but Joseph chose the lightning
rod over the steeple (Figure 4). Tradition says that Smith didn’t originally want a
lightning rod. “If God, who now holds the lightnings in His hand, chooses to direct a
thunderbolt against those solid walls and demolish the building it is his affair” (Nauvoo
Temple Architecture 28). For churches, the typical design for a weathervane was a
cockerel on top of a cross to indicate the four directions (O’Connell and Airey 198).
Topping the lightning rod in Nauvoo, however, was a weathervane of a flying angel.
The belfry had an arched opening, enclosed by louvered shutters on each side, and
eight columns topped with Corinthian capitals on the corners (Nauvoo Temple
Architecture 190). By this time, bells were a staple of a church buildings, their clanging
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Figure 4. Clock, Lantern, and Dome of the Reconstructed Nauvoo Temple tower. 2018. Nauvoo, Illinois.
Photo credit: Shalisse Lewis Johnstun.

said to represent the voice of truth (O’Connell and Airey 208). A year after Smith’s death,
the church’s newspaper in Britain, the Millennial Star, published a letter in which
Brigham Young, as new church head, asked the British saints to provide a bell for the
temple (Watt 31). They responded by not only raising money for a bell, but clocks for the
tower, too. The bell was in place by June of 1846.14
Just above the belfry were four clock faces, facing the cardinal directions. These
14

There is some confusion as to whether the British saints did in fact purchase the bell, or
if one was obtained in the States. In September of 1846, Brigham Young requested the
bell be sent to him in Winter Quarters near present day Omaha, Nebraska. The Vanguard
Pioneer Company of 1847 took the bell with them to the Salt Lake Valley. They rang it
each morning to signal the time to travel and also after sunset to assure the company that
the men on night watch were on duty. Legend holds that the original Nauvoo Temple bell
now resides in a 35 foot tower monument to the church’s women’s organization. This
monument is located on Temple Square in Salt Lake City, Utah.
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alternated with arched openings covered in wooden tracery. The faces were surrounded by
a wreathed pattern. Some have interpreted it as olive branches while others called them
laurel wreaths. Either kind of foliage held meaning. Olive leaves or branches are an
ancient sign of peace, also representing Israel and the Tree of Paradise (Smith and Brown
94). The Christian symbolism of laurel wreaths encompassed triumph, chastity, and
eternity (Ferguson 33).
By the time construction of the box, its design changed again, and nearly square
windows replaced the arched ones of Weeks’s drawing, with an inscription board. In gilt
gold lettering the board read:
THE HOUSE OF THE LORD
built by
THE CHURCH OF JESUS CHRIST
OF LATTER-DAY SAINTS
commenced April 6, 1841
HOLINESS TO THE LORD
A nearly identical inscription board was centered above the two entrance doors in the
portico, with the addition of “Admission 25 cents” (Gallup). The date itself held symbolism
beyond just the date the cornerstones were laid—it was the 11th anniversary of the church’s
founding. April is also in the spring, a time of year associate with rebirth and renewal as
well as the Easter season (Smith and Brown 93). For early Christians, their community was
linked by the stones of the basilica. Christian were the living stones for building a spiritual
temple (Nozedar 248). Early converts to Mormonism were similar in this sense.
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CHAPTER 4

SYMBOLS IN STONE
By the act of detachment and abstraction,
man gained the power of dealing with the
non-present, the unseen, the remote and
the internal; not merely his visible lair and
his daily companions, but his ancestors
and his dependents and the sun and the
moon and the stars: eventually the
concepts of eternity and infinity, of
electron and universe: he reduced a
thousand potential occasions in all the
variety and flux to a single symbol that
indicated what was common to them all.
Lewis Mumford
Anciently, Clement of Alexandria blended Greek and biblical elements together
in a new symbolism. He was the first author to argue that Christian symbolism was a
visible sign of the invisible, mysterious, and sacred images of the divine (Ladner 82,
270). According to Mormon notions of knowledge, the Divine mind works in layers
(Smith and Brown 4). The symbols of the Nauvoo Temple established Mormon
iconography (Cornell 70). Converts to Mormonism came from varied backgrounds. In
many ways Mormonism was a melting pot of beliefs and practices. Symbols reminded
the saints of their identity, goal, commitment, and covenants. The symbols of the temple
served as a unifying element. While symbols were meant for instruction, they also
created a uniform means of communication. Smith tended to gravitate toward symbols
that were easily understood and familiar. However, he added new layers to them
corresponding with his latest revelations (Roberts 36-38). The exterior symbols of the

32
temple reflected the use of space within and the hierarchical importance of the ritual
space (Cornell 70; Swick). The celestial room was located at the apex of the temple and
only those who proved worthy through a test of knowledge were allowed to enter the
room through a veil (Van Deusen 15).
The sunstones, moonstones, and starstones are probably the most recognizable
symbols of the Nauvoo Temple. In Freemasonry, the three most important symbols are
referred to as the Three Great Lights—a volume of sacred law (typically a Bible), a
carpenter’s square, and set of compasses. The Three Lesser Lights are the sun, moon, and
master of the lodge (Roberts 37-38). Stars were considered divinities; the sun, Helios;
and the moon, Selene. They were the emblems of wisdom, power, and the goodness of
God (Mackey 458). These symbols have come to represent what in Mormonism is termed
as the three degrees of glory a soul can obtain in the hereafter, telestial, terrestrial, and
celestial (King James Authorized Version, 1 Cor. 15.40; Doctrine and Covenants 76).
However, their placement on the temple pilasters reflects neither the Masonic nor the
Pauline orders (L. Brown). Rather the depiction on the temple was in the order one would
see them in their astronomical real estate. According to biblical tradition, the sun, moon,
and stars were created after the earth (Ladner 79). In one of the first acts of creation, God
separated the light from the dark (Ladner 66). On the fourth day, he created two lights,
the brighter to rule the day and the darker to rule the night.
All three—the sun, moon, and stars—are sources of illumination and light. The
notion of light and illumination are highly linked with knowledge and truth. This has
been so since ancient times and was especially important in Ancient Egyptian theology.
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Other cultures have continued to use this connotation although it has evolved over time.
While the moon is at the base of the pilasters, it is set above ground level, which
was, itself, symbolic. In Nauvoo, Joseph Smith published the Book of Abraham,
purported to be the writings of the ancient biblical patriarch. Therein, God showed
Abraham that the moon is “lesser than that which is to rule the day” (i.e., the sun), but
was “above or greater than that upon which thou standest in point of reckoning[.]” The
sun, or “Shinehah,” was greater than the moon, “Olea,” and the stars, “Kokaubeam,” are
greater than the sun (Abraham 3).
The modern Mormon theology regarding the symbols has evolved from many
layered meanings. For Mormons, the power of each entity’s illumination reflects the degree
of glory found in the afterlife. The sun is the brightest and compared to the glory of God.
Only those who proved themselves most worthy and obedient to temple covenants would
receive the award of the celestial kingdom, symbolically represented by the sun. The
celestial kingdom is where families will reside together for all eternity. The moon signifies
the terrestrial kingdom, a lesser degree, and is not as intensely bright as the sun. The stars
are not as bright as the moon, and they represent the telestial world where souls who did
not hear the truths of the gospel will reside. All souls gain immortality through Christ’s
sacrifice, but they will be sent to a different degree of glory based on their choices during
their time on earth and adherence to gospel principles. There is yet one more degree for
those who know Christ, but deny him. That is outer darkness (Doctrine and Covenants 76).
Since this is not a goal for the righteous, it is not depicted in Mormon iconography. Outer
darkness is in a way, the Mormon version of hell.
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The sunstones, moonstones, and starstones reflect the LDS concept of the cosmos.
Solomon’s temple was said to have rich cosmic symbolism that was lost to later
generations. If the temple was to be restored along with the knowledge of old, the saints
had to restore the symbolic use of the sun, moon, and stars (Roberts 42).
The first symbol on the pilasters is the moonstone at the base in the shape of a
crescent (Figure 5). The points of the crescent draw downward, and upon closer
examination, one can see a facial profile (Nauvoo Temple Architecture 173-174; L.
Brown). In August 1843, David N. White, editor of the Pittsburgh Weekly Gazette, visited
Nauvoo and described the moonstones as “a crescent or figure of of [sic] new moon, with
the profile of a man’s face, as seen in old almanacs” (Hallwas and Launius 43). Another
visitor to Nauvoo in September 1844 was given a personal tour of the temple by Weeks,
himself. He described the moonstones as a “rising moon in the first quarter” (“From the
Springfield (Mass.) Republican”).
The moon is longstanding in the world of symbolism. The cycle of the moon is
regular, and mirrors the idea of creation, decay, and rebirth. The number of pilasters with the
moon at the base, is an obvious allusion to a complete lunar cycle (Ladner 135). Earth shares
a sisterhood with the moon as it is the celestial body nearest to earth. Because the moon is
most visible at night, it must be remembered that night and dark are often associated with
the dead (Nozedar 154). The ordinances performed in the temple were vital to the salvation
of the saints and their ancestors, and particularly, the baptism for one’s deceased ancestors
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Figure 5. Moonstone from the Reconstructed Nauvoo Temple. 2018. Nauvoo, Illinois. Photo credit:
Shalisse Lewis Johnstun.

must only take place in the basement of a temple (Doctrine and Covenants 128.13).
Early cultures ascribed important meanings to the moon, and the Hebrew calendar
is based on it. The twenty-eight-day renewal cycle of the moon held female connotations,
and was associated with mothers and the passage of time (Roberts 42). In most
languages, the moon is female in gender (Ladner 135). Freemasons also assigned the
moon female attributes (Nozedar 59). In alchemy, the moon represented the metal silver,
consider a lesser metal than gold (Harwood 62). Additionally, the moon is a lesser light,
reflecting the greatness of the sun, a precept echoed in Mormon degrees of glory.
At the top of the pilasters sat the sunstones. Carved faces in both the moonstones
and sunstones served to anthropomorphize both symbols (Figure 6). The glory of the
sunis a higher goal than the glory of the moon in the Christian cosmos (Ladner 135).
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Figure 6. Side View of Original Sunstone showing the incline and high relief. 2018. Historic Nauvoo
Visitor’s Center. Nauvoo, Illinois. On loan from the Illinois State Archives. Springfield, Illinois. Photo
credit: Shalisse Lewis Johnstun.

During the carving, the stonemasons consulted Smith on their work to make sure they
had the look correct to fit his vision. Still, each one had a small sense of individuality
about it due to the different carvers, and no two were exactly the same. When the temple
was rebuilt from 1999-2002, the modern stone carvers were encouraged to use artistic
license so each would be unique like the originals (Hill & Keplo 124). The stone itself
inclined outward from the temple for better viewing from below, and the surface was
highly polished and finished to contrast with the rougher fieldstones of the wall
(“William Weeks, Architecture of the Nauvoo Temple” 178). In an 1853 recollection, an
unnamed author remembered the faces stylized with deep-set eyes, broad noses, and full
cheeks, as cherubs (“Recollections of the Nauvoo Temple” 482). At the mouth, the lips
were drawn together as if in preparation to blow either divine breath of knowledge or into
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the trumpets above.
The sun band itself was not quite a full circle, the bottom hidden by three high relief
cloud bands that rise above one another. The September 1844 visitor to Nauvoo stated that
the emblem represented “the meridian sun,” rather than a rising sun as is sometimes
claimed, his information coming from “the architect, from whose kindness I had most of
the statements I have made” (“From the Springfield (Mass.) Republican”). His phrasing is
interesting, both because of the location between the morning star of Venus and the rising
moon would seem to indicate that it is a rising sun, and “meridian sun” is a particularly
Masonic turn of phrase, having allusion to the shock of being brought from total darkness
to daylight through ritually seeking (Bernard 21). Nineteen long rays forming triangular
patterned and eighteen short diamond shaped rays forming pyramids extended from the
disc. Rays of light are also conduits of knowledge.
At the top center of the capital above the figure of the sun there were hands, one on
each side. The two hands each held downward extending trumpets, their palms outward
with fingers grasping the instruments (“William Weeks, Architecture of the Nauvoo
Temple” 176-79). Trumpets are multifaceted symbols. In the nineteenth century, trumpets
were often depicted on gravestone to represent the day of judgment (Roberts 37). Trumpets
have a loud resounding sound that carries over distances. Since ancient times they have
been used as signals for various purposes. Made from a ram or a mountain goat’s horn,
they were considered the most important of Jewish ritual instruments. Horn trumpets were
used to signal the holy Day of Atonement, the new moon, and the beginning of the
Sabbath. At the battle of Jericho, seven rams horns trumpeted preceding the shouting army
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that brought down the walls thus allowing the Children of Israel to gain their promised land
of refuge. Furthermore, in the Book of Revelation, seven angels blew their trumpets
signaling the start of the chaos ushering in the end of days, something the dispensationalists
tendencies in Mormonism would have identified with. Trumpets also have a history of
announcing troop movements in war, heralding the coming of persons of import, such as
royalty, and celebrations. The mystical trumpeting of the lilies in spring were indicative of
the resurrection and rebirth. Angels were often depicted in art with trumpets. Some
announced the good news of the gospel or the second coming of Christ, that great and
dreadful day (Ronnberg and Martin 668). The fact that the trumpets are paired with the
depiction of the sun adds to the layers of meaning. Trumpets were important in rituals,
announcement of gospel truths, and the coming of Christ. Without the fundamentals, one
could not achieve the highest degree of glory.
The sun signified the highest degree of celestial glory and cross culturally was one of
the most prevalent symbols of the divine (Figure 7). Giving light to all, it is considered an
exalted divine archetype (Ladner 2, 91). Early patriarchal religions used the sun to symbolize
their most powerful deities: Osiris in Egypt, Adonis in Phoenicia, and Mithras is Persia
(Mackey 458). In many traditions, the sun took on masculine principles and balanced the
feminine moon. It was the absolute physical manifestation of God or a supreme being.
Additionally, it functioned as the eye of God (Nozedar 59, 153). The daily rising of the sun
was comparable to a resurrection and the defeat of the darkness of the night. In Ancient
Egyptian theology, when the pharaoh died, he would become one with the sun, Osiris, and
continue to serve his people. Not just the pharaoh, but all the dead would live again.
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Figure 7. Sunstone on the Reconstructed Nauvoo Temple. 2018. Nauvoo, Illinois. Photo credit: Shalisse
Lewis Johnstun.

Anciently, the sun tipped over the edge of the sky and disappeared into the land of
the dead. Heat and light from the sun bestowed celestial gifts to the earth (Ronnberg and
Martin 22; Nozedar 153). The sun was the bringer and taker of life. Fire from the sun
could bring destruction as well as purification, much like the Second Coming of Christ.
Masonic rituals refer directly to the sun rising in the east to govern the day as the Master
of the lodge sits in the east to govern the lodge (Swick). In alchemy, the sun represented a
certain wholeness and balance.
In Christianity, Christ is considered the bringer of light, and in church, rituals
candles often represent him (Ladner 44, 231). Even into modern times, the sun can
denote knowledge, power, prestige, and authority. Depictions of the sun included discs or
wheels (Nozedar 104). Early Christians used a sun disk or a halo to mark figures with
these qualities as well as their divinity. In his version of the Last Supper, Leonardo da

40
Vinci used the sunlight from a window to act as a halo and focal point behind the figure
of Christ. Modern Mormon art does not use a halo or sun disk; however, it is interesting
to note that in many of their depictions of Christ, a light emanates from him, behind him,
or highlights his figure.
The sun’s rays held special meaning as well. Rays could transfer magical
properties, fertility, creativity, prophecy, and healing (Ronnberg and Martin 22). The
Egyptian obelisk was on one level a petrified ray of sun. Freemasons taught that the rays
held the power of a supreme being to reach inside the hearts men and was a transference
of the light of God (Nozedar 59).
In his reminiscence half a century after the Nauvoo Temple’s destruction, the
building’s interior carpentry foreman, Wandle Mace, wrote:
The architecture of the Temple was purely original and unlike anything in
existence, being a presentation of the Church, the Bride, the Lambs wife—John
the revelator says in Rev. 12 ch. 1st verse “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.” This is portrayed in the beautiful cut stone of this
grand temple. (Mace 120).
Mace’s interpretation wraps all three symbols nicely, but, unfortunately, does not match
the presentation in architecture. There is only one star above each sun, and the Doric
shaft of the pilasters is masculine rather than feminine.
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Figure 8. William Weeks. Original Plan for Starstones and Star Windows. 1841-1846. Church History
Library. Salt Lake City, Utah.

If the moon and sun were complex in nature, so too were the stars (Figure 8). Some
depictions of stars on the Nauvoo Temple are matters of complex debate. In order to
understand the use of stars and their different depictions on the temple, one must keep in
mind the melting pot of theology that formed the Mormon cosmos. Variations of stars were
located in different places of the exterior. Twenty-six star windows alternate with thirty
starstones on the entablature. There were sixty stars on the soffits with an additional nine
on the rear pediment soffit. The balustrade on the box had eighteen six-pointed stars while
the balustrade on the rest of the roof had thirty six-pointed stars. The belfry and lantern on
the tower had forty each, and their respective soffits contained seventy-two each. In total,
the temple had 144 five-pointed stars on tower soffits, 224 five-pointed stars on the
tower—eighty of those with upward rays, and fifty-six with downward rays. There were a
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total of 280 five-pointed stars, and 117 six-pointed stars, for a grand total of 397.
Stars were the most repeated symbol, indicative of the innumerable stars in the
sky and children one can have—endless posterity. Jacob was promised his descendants
would be as the stars in the sky (Roberts 42). Mormonism teaches that all human spirits
have the potential to become kings and queens in the celestial kingdom, and like God,
create worlds of their own (Doctrine and Covenants 132.20).
The six-pointed stars had a vertical axis, with lines that only intersect once. They
were meant to represent the fixed stars in the night sky (Smith and Brown 100). In earlier
times, the six-pointed star also indicated balance, harmony, the universal human, and
justice (O’Connell and Airey 104-105). The starstones of the entablature were carved in
high relief, and stars on the balustrade were carved in relief in wood.
The elongated star on the starstones is also representative of Jesus Christ as the
Morning Star, and is indicative of the restoration of light, truth, and resurrection. Literally
the planet Venus—the Morning Star also acts as a Divine Mother (Swick).
While the five-pointed stars share some of the same meanings, these have proved
more controversial in modern connotations. Most visible of these stars were the star
windows—inverted pentagrams encased within a circle. Oft times these star windows of
the Nauvoo Temple are used by overzealous religionists as evidence that Mormons are
not Christian, but in fact worship the devil (Figure 9). The problematic pentagrams have
taken on a different meaning in today’s culture, in large part due to the efforts of
Alphonse Louis Consant, also known as Eliphas Levi Zahed, in the late-nineteenth
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Figure 9. Star Window from the Reconstructed Nauvoo Temple. 2018. Nauvoo, Illinois. Photo credit:
Shalisse Lewis Johnstun.

century, Evangelical Christians looking for a boogeyman—and Satanists eager to supply
them with one—in the 1960s (Cuhulain 43-48). While Satanists have adopted the
pentagram, its use by other groups has not ceased, nor has it changed its meaning for
them. Just as the symbol ♀ is used to signify the astronomical Venus, it also represents
the astrological Venus, the alchemical copper, and the female. Astronomers may not
particularly like sharing symbols with alchemists, astrologers and women, but none of
them have been in any rush to create a new icon.
Pentagrams were frequently used by varied cultures for thousands of years
(McKeever). Fragments of pottery with pentagrams date from 6,000 to 4,000 years ago
(Nozedar 89). Five-pointed stars appeared in early Egyptian art as a sign of gods and
immortality (Ronnberg and Martin 20). It was part of the Pythagorean theorem as well as
a symbol of human beings (O’Connell and Airey 237). Greeks heavily used pentagrams
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as a sign of protection and health, and each point was inscribed with a different letter as a
talisman (Sarton 211).
The pentagram has continued to evolve as a mystical and magical symbol. It was
used in Wicca, ceremonial magic, sacred geometry, alchemy, and Kabalistic traditions.
Some symbolists term it as the Pagan version of the Christian Cross (Nozedar 89). The
interior pentagram of the pentangle is said to contain great mysteries (Cornelius, Tyson,
and Freake 330). Freemasons refer to pentagrams as blazing stars, and the five-pointed
stars represent friendship (Nozedar 59). The number five has power over evil spirits
(Cornelius, Tyson, and Freake 330). It is also considered the number of harmony with the
union of opposites, marriage, and mankind. Five is made up of the numbers two and
three, with two as feminine and three masculine, their union is a harmony (Nozedar 89).
Pentagrams have five obtuse angles within and five acute angles without. They
are made up of five double triangles (Cornelius, Tyson, and Freake 330). The pentagram
was the secret symbol of Pythagoras and his followers, and his theorem related to the
golden, or “sacred” ratio. The sum of the squares of the two sides produce the square of
the third (Mackey 151-152). The ratio of a pentagram is the same as its sum. It is
balanced and equal—a manifestation of the golden ratio. Masonic lodges are meant to be
built according to the principle of the golden ratio (Mackey 329-330).
The golden or sacred ratio is found in nature both literally and figuratively. The
points of the pentagram each represent one of the five elements, earth, fire, air, water, and
aethor or psyche—the cosmic mind that overcomes them all (Biasi 54-55). An apple cut
in half at its equator leaves a pattern of seeds that form a perfect five-pointed star. The
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forbidden fruit Eve gave Adam has been traditionally the apple of knowledge, not just the
fruit but the potent symbol of wisdom. Adam discovered the fruit and the five-pointed
star as the key to higher knowledge. In the Kabala, the five-pointed star is associated with
the tree of life. Mormonism teaches that souls come to earth to gain a body and the
knowledge necessary to return to live with God in Celestial glory, and Adam was the first
of God’s children to undertake this journey Adam was also had the first human body, and
a human body has five zones or five senses. Depictions of humans laid out in the shape of
a pentagram inside a circle show the five points of the extremities of the human body and
that the human body is based on the golden ratio (Nozedar 89). Notions like the golden
ratio were melded into religious theology and seen as part of a divine plan.
Like the elongated star, ancient pentagrams were associated with Venus,
represented by the morning star. Both the planet and the goddess’s movements trace the
geographically recognizable symbol (O’Connell and Airey 237; Nozedar 89). In
Christianity, the five-pointed star became the divine guidance of Christ as his light of the
bright Morning Star. It also represented the Star of the East or Bethlehem that led the
magi to the infant Jesus. For early Christians, the pentagram also represented the five
wounds of Christ.
In the number five is also the grace of God or that fallen man can become upright
through the gospel (Cook 33). Among Freemasons, the symbol of five-pointed star within
a circle is known as the “Blazing Star.” The leading Christian Masonic restorationist of
Smith’s day wrote that the Blazing Star is:
the expressive symbol of that Great Being [Christ] himself, who is described by the
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magnificent appellations of the Day Spring, or Rising Sun; the Day Star; the
Morning Star; and the Bright, or Blazing Star. This, then, is the supernal reference
of the Blazing Star of Masonry, attached to a science which, like the religion it
embodies, is universal, and applicable to all times and seasons, and to every people
that ever did or ever will exist on our ephemeral globe of earth. (Oliver 47-48).
The original star windows were clear glass painted red, white, and blue.
Unfortunately, primary sources do not indicate which parts were which color. Red
typically represents vitality and life, a force, fire, the sun, blood, good luck, prosperity,
power and authority (Nozedar 38). It is also associated with Christ’s descent from the
tribe of Judah and the blood shed for mankind’s salvation (Ladner 133). Blue is truth,
wisdom, loyalty, chastity, peace, piety, contemplation, spirituality, the elite, and eternity
(Nozedar 38). The Virgin Mary is most often depicted wearing robes of blue. White is
pristine and pure; and associated with cleansing, repentance, and restoration (Ronnberg
and Martin 660). The maker of the windows on the rebuilt temple felt that stars are
typically used in night scene, and with permission from the architects and church leaders,
the modern star windows have a blue background, white points, and a red pentagon in the
center (Allen 94-95).
Taken in historical context, the star windows on the original and the modern
Nauvoo Temple do not represent an association with evil or the devil. There is an element
of white magic perhaps in the sign of protection, the pentagram within a circle being
known as the Seal of Solomon. Joseph Smith and his family were known to use symbolic
signs of protection. Found among his possessions after his death at Carthage jail was a
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Jupiter Talisman. This was not a Masonic symbol, as was supposed for many years, but,
15

rather, a charm found in Francis Barrett’s book The Magus, a Systematic Presentation of
Occult knowledge and Ceremonial Magic, published in 1801.16 It is unknown if the
Smith family owned a copy, but it was definitely influential on their belief system (Quinn
82-85). An amulet or talisman holds magical or significant power unique to the wearer. It
comes from the Arabic word meaning magic picture. Often they were inscribed with the
names of spirits or symbols. These items are sometimes referred to as charms, which,
itself, have it origins in the Latin word for song (Nozedar 17). In essence, a talisman,
amulet, or charm is another link between the seen and unseen world. Both Smith and the
pentagram as a symbol used for protection would prove controversial.
On the Nauvoo Temple, the star windows contained a pentagram with a downward
point within a circle. The pentagram in a circle represents proportion, harmony and
balance. Amongst practitioners of white magic, a pentacle within a double circle is a holy
seal that preserves “from evil chances and events, helping and assisting us to bind,
exterminate, and drive away evil spirits, alluring the good spirits, and reconciling them to
us” (Barrett 80-81). In fact, the star windows are in two circles. Not only are the stars in
the tracery of the windows, but in the window seal as well, forming double circles around
15

According to Emma Smith’s step-son, Charles E. Bidamon, Joseph Smith Jr. had the
medal in his pocket when he was killed at Carthage Jail. Smith carved it himself and it
had the phrase, “Confirm O Deus Potentissimus,” meaning “O God make me all
powerful.” The talisman was crafted according to instructions for making magical seals
that were found in Barrett’s book, Magus. It also had the astrological symbol of Jupiter,
Jupiter’s magical number, 136. The right of the Jupiter square was the Hebrew word
Abba, meaning father or God. On the left was the Hebrew name for the intelligence of
Jupiter, Johphiel. Above the square the words “El Ab” were another name for Jupiter.
16
A Magus is a skilled magician, sorcerer, or astrologer. It is related to the word magi
who were a priestly caste in ancient Persia.
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the stars. At the time the temple was built, the star pointed downward meant it was an
ascending star (Jackson 4). However, due to the golden ratio, it didn’t matter what way the
star landed, it was like a circle because it had no beginning and no end (Nozedar 89).
In a way, the star windows can be seen as the Mormon equivalent of the medieval
gargoyle. Gargoyles are frequently mistaken as creatures from hell meant to warn the
congregation of the perils that await the sinful. However, they are not. They were meant
to scare off evil and keep it out of the church (Selway). As a sign of protection from evil
and a holy seal, the star windows are functioning in much the same manner. Based on the
Renaissance-period seal of Solomon, the sign was used as a bonding force in case the
spirits refused to be obedient. It was to bind, exterminate, and drive away evil spirits
while drawing good spirits (Barrett 80, 109).
The sun, moon, and stars, were linked to the degrees of celestial glories available
in the afterlife. Revelations regarding the degrees of glory and how to obtain them were
often revealed through angels. Angels were supernatural beings acted as an intercession
between God and man—the seen and unseen. Angels’ purpose was to carry a special
message, bestow authority, or serve as protection. Atop the lightning rod was a
weathervane of a tin angel, gilded in gold leaf. The Weeks drawing shows the
freestanding sculpture measured just over seven feet in length. Of all the symbols that
were used on the Nauvoo Temple, the angel is the one that is in continued use on top of
subsequent LDS temples. However, the style and possibly identity of the angel has
changed. The angel on the original Nauvoo Temple was installed on January 30, 1846
(Jackson 6; McBride 304). Contemporary sources confirm there was an angel, but it may
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not have been on the temple for long. Anti-Mormons could have removed it, or Mormons
could have taken it down because the teaching and knowledge of the truth was no longer
being disseminated in the temple (Nauvoo Temple Architecture 197). It was easily
removable compared to the other symbols.
Traditional New England church weathervanes used cockerels as a watchful
figure to keep on the lookout for evil. Apostle and early convert John Taylor was said to
have in part inspired the angel. When he was young and still living in England, he had a
vision of a flying angel with a trumpet to his lips. After his conversion to the church,
Taylor learned that the date he saw the angel coincided with the night that Angel Moroni
appear to Joseph Smith revealing the existence of the Book of Mormon (Smith and
Brown 105). Unlike most traditional depictions of angels, the Nauvoo angel was
wingless. Winged messengers brought men tidings and revelations from God (Roberts
45). The wings showed the angel’s ability to fly through the air. The temple angel was
posed in flight but without the aid of wings. Smith taught that the angels who appeared to
him did not have wings. The angel on the temple was dressed in a singular flowing robe
with a beret type headdress (Nauvoo Temple Architecture 198). According to Smith’s
interpretations and visions, these were the priestly robes worn by the priest of Israel as
they performed rituals in the temple (Figure 10). Furthermore, member of the church,
Thomas Bullock recorded an eyewitness account of angels actually appearing in the
Nauvoo Temple. These beings were dressed in the same robe and fashion as the angel on
the weathervane (Smith and Brown 105).
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Figure 10. William Weeks. Angel from Original Nauvoo Temple Plans. 1841-1846. Church History
Library. Salt Lake City, Utah.

The angel’s identity is subject to interpretation. He is possibly the ancient
American prophet from the Book of Mormon named Moroni (Roberts 45). Angels on all
the succeeding LDS temples are referred to as the Angel Moroni, and this is why some
refer to the original Nauvoo angel by that name. In one hand, he holds an open book and
in the other, a trumpet to his mouth, like Taylor’s vision. The book is possibly and often
thought to be the Book of Mormon (Nauvoo Temple Architecture 198). Again, there was
no official statement regarding the title of the book. If the book is indeed the Book of
Mormon, that would give more credence to the angel being Moroni. Angels were
messengers and bringers of light and knowledge (Ladner 91). In addition, the angels of
Revelation announced the second coming and Day of Judgment, both important
themes in the new religion (Roberts 45). Angels brought contact with the divine, although
they were supernatural in their own nature. Angels and depictions of angels offered
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another link between the visible and the invisible world.
Above the angel is a square and compasses, a traditional Masonic symbol. In
Masonic lore, Solomon’s architect was Hiram Abiff, and he used the instruments for
accuracy. Allegorically, Hiram Abiff is like God who was the architect of the universe
(Roberts 43). The square and compass also related to the Pythagorean Theorem, the basic
mathematical truths about how the world fits together. This theorem is the foundation for
algebra, and used to draw perfect squares and angles (Hodapp 140). A compass draws a
perfect, divine, eternal, infinite, and limitless circle, and represents the rational mind
(Roberts 43; O’Connell and Airey 215). That circle was comparable to the boundaries of
the earth. The compasses spread apart creating three points, and for Masons those
represent friendship, morality, and brotherly love (Hodapp 138). Masons were
admonished to make perfect forms and reject what is not perfect. With the square they
measure their actions, and by the compasses they keep them from straying (Robert 43).
The mission of the Mormon church was to perfect the saints. Eventually Mormon
adoptions of the square and compass represented the holy scriptures as a guide to
perfection (Smith and Brown 106).
At tip of the rod is a stylized flaming heart. The heart is the human soul and the
soul of the cosmos. Heartbeats correspond the contracting and expanding of the universe.
It was the heart that Ancient Egyptian theology believed held the worthiness of a soul
(Ronnberg and Martin 392-394). In Catholic tradition, the flaming heart represents love
and love is divine and perfect. Christ experienced genuine love through his human nature.
In the Knight Elect of Twelve degree in Masonry, the flaming heart was a symbolic
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charge to fulfill the duty of charity and benevolence with zeal and devotion. Smith
adopted the symbol, citing Hebrews 12.29, “God Almighty Himself dwells in everlasting
fire; flesh and blood cannot go there, for all corruption is devoured by the fire” (Joseph
Smith-History 6.366). In an 1829 revelation, Smith declared that in feeling the Holy
Spirit witness of truth, ones “bosom shall burn within you” (Doctrine and Covenants
9.8). Smith borrowed from previous meanings and traditions folding it into Mormonism
and adding a new layer of meaning.
Although the sunstones, moonstones, starstones, and the flying angel are the most
famous, the exterior of the Nauvoo Temple is rich with symbolism relating to other
features. The sun motif was repeated throughout the exterior of the building in the
windows. While the star windows ringed the entablature, other windows mimicked the
sun. At the basement level, the windows were semicircular. From the center emanated
five diamond shaped and two half diamond shaped rays, imitating dawn (Nauvoo Temple
Architecture 171). The multileveled importance of rays was and is linked with
knowledge, light, and Christ. Further up, the rounded arch windows were like an
extended version of the basement windows with tracery rays radiating from a central
circle. On the eastern end of the attic space, the rising sun could be viewed through a
large elliptical window (Cornell 70).
The rising sun pattern was also found in the tracery of the regular rounded
windows. In the original plans, the rounded windows had the most ornamental glass, even
more so than the star windows. Historian J. Earl Arrington compared the round windows
to small rose windows. Unfortunately, records of the finished project do not indicate if
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Figure 11. Window positions on Reconstructed Nauvoo Temple. 2018. Nauvoo, Illinois. Photo credit:
Shalisse Lewis Johnstun.

these windows ended up with colored glass. Faded coloring on the Weeks plans
suggested a blue field, white rays, and a red center. The added color or painted glass was
meant to be a full radiant sun. There were twelve rays in total attached to a small central
circle, the pattern resembling a flower. Twelve was undoubtedly indicative of Christ’s
apostles and their modern counterparts, the tribes of Israel, or the priesthood (Nauvoo
Temple Architecture 171-172). The finished windows look somewhat like a wheel with
sixteen rays coming from a solid circle. Around the solid circle was a larger one. Framing
the window, the stone work looked like even more rays extending further.
Beyond the overtly symbolic sun, moon, stars, and angel, the temple exterior
holds more symbolism. Even the pilasters added an additional meaning to the exterior of
the building beyond the geometrical aesthetics of Greek revival. Parallel lines run side by
side and never meet (Figure 11). The lines signify opposites but balance and equality too.
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Because the pilasters are smooth rather than fluted, they descend from the Doric order.
Columns, pillars, and pilasters represent temporal and spiritual power (O’Connell and
Airey 107, 215). They were used in previous cultures as a sign of strength. According to
Masonic tradition, parts of King Solomon’s temple had pillars supporting depictions of
celestial and terrestrial globes (Harwood 57). Biblically, God appeared to the Israelites
and to Moses in a pillar of fire (O’Connell and Airey 215).
The western front of the temple housed a vestibule framed by three heavy round
Romanesque arches. These were reminiscent of a Roman triumphal arch. The triumphal
arch was first used in Ancient Rome to celebrate victory (O’Connell and Airey 208).
Free-standing monumental public works, these arches recorded deeds of triumph and
power. By nature the Romanesque arch is large, chunky and sturdy, implying power.
During the Romanesque period, Christians adopted the Late Roman triumphal arch,
which had three arches. The number of three comes into play here both from Christian
tradition as well as Masonic traditions (Swick). The number three reflects the Trinity. In
fact, the number three was considered scared prior to Christianity, and the Holy Trinity
simply changed participants. In Egypt, it was Osiris, Isis, and Horus; Greece had Zeus,
Poseidon, and Hades; the Norse had Oden, Freya, and Thor, and so on. In some instances
it is a father, mother, and child. The number three contains the first two numbers and
their sum. It also implies a beginning, a middle, and an end (Hodapp 133-134). It was
three days and three nights before Christ rose from the dead. Starting in Early Christian
basilicas, architects applied to triumphal arches directly to the building often framing the
altar where Eucharist—the most important sacrament—was performed. The Eucharist
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was a physical link between Jesus and his followers. Although no longer called a
triumphal arch, the three arches suggested a physical link to Christ’s triumph over death.
Although the three arches on the Nauvoo Temple facade did not frame an altar, it was the
gateway one would pass through to enter into the building where the most sacred
Mormon ordinances, the endowment and sealings were performed.

Figure 12. Front View of Reconstructed Nauvoo Temple. 2018. Nauvoo, Illinois. Photo credit: Shalisse
Lewis Johnstun.
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CHAPTER 5

CONCLUSION
Culture clothes persistent, universal
feelings in ever-changing ideas, policies,
and articles of belief. Culture creates
those ideas out of specific moments, and
the ideas encounter critical resistance,
go through stages of development and
reassessment, and lead people to change
their behavior.
David Worster
An American Temple
Past interpretations on Nauvoo Temple symbolism have been biased, and fail to
account for the cultural context in which it was designed and constructed. Generally
falling into either Mormon or anti-Mormon camps, and frequently resorting to
denunciation of the other side, these interpretations have taken up battle lines similar to
the “talking points” of modern political discourse.
Clearly, there is greater depth to the rich symbolism that may be gained by an
appeal to the culture in which it was built. Previous publications have not been deep or
wide enough to include the inheritance of these symbols. Through this study, new points
have come to light which aid in a better appreciation and understanding of the symbols.
The significance of the number of pilasters and the location of the moons reflect the lunar
cycle, a connection not previously noted by others. Although placement of the moons
closest to the ground has been noted and a connection to Abraham mentioned, its
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relationship with the proximity to the temple space used for baptism of the dead has not
been discussed before.
The research regarding the circumscribed pentagrams manifested in the
controversial star windows is clarified far greater than work done previously. It
encompasses different cultural and historical aspects of the symbol beyond the shorted
versions that it represents Jesus Christ, Satan, or Baphomet. This study builds upon
previous research by synthesizing it into a more comprehensive study. The varied traits of
the symbol have not been brought together before, but discussed in isolation.
Furthermore, the comparison of the star window’s function as to that of a medieval
gargoyle is a new suggestion that reflects the Americanization of sacred space.
These new discoveries create a more complete discourse regarding the symbols of
the Nauvoo Temple. It goes beyond just the architectural features, ascetics, and
superficial explanations, to include insight into the complex culture that produced this
sacred space.
There is still more to discover and research about the Nauvoo Temple symbolism.
Because symbols have multiple meanings and can have subjective interpretations, more
can be explored and synthesized into the conversation. Time is also a necessary limit to
any publication, and necessitated the elimination of further exploration in the areas of
ritual Christian magic and Freemasonry. While the Smith family’s involvement in both is
now generally accepted by scholars, the field has barely been surveyed, and the symbols
on the Nauvoo Temple can only be better understood through their exploration. This
study was able to establish significance in the number of pilasters on the temple.
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However, there needs to be more research into the meaning behind the total number of
stars found on the temple—397. Different possibilities exist, but evidence tying these
meanings to Smith and early Mormonism need to be more firmly established.
Additionally, time limited this study from delving into the interior design of the
temple. A deeper analysis and understanding of the Nauvoo Temple symbols gives
insight into part of the American narrative that is not often explored in traditional
historical research of this period or Mormonism.
During the building of the original Nauvoo Temple, Mormonism went through an
important defining period for its identity and theology. Revelations regarding the use of that
sacred space as well as the temple’s iconography set precedent for later generations. The
temple itself became a symbol of the early Saints sacrifice and perseverance. Ultimately, the
original Nauvoo Temple became part of the cultural tapestry on Mormonism.
Ideas, notions, theology, and cultural beliefs are not created in a bubble. There is
always inspiration and evolution involved. The symbolism Joseph Smith and William
Weeks chose for the Nauvoo Temple is no exception. Clearly they borrowed from other
cultures, religions, theologies, and traditions. It is only natural that Mormons, and Smith in
particular, would use symbols they were familiar with to express the new concepts of the
cosmos that Mormonism encompassed. It may be argued that the true inspiration for the
Nauvoo Temple, divine or not, is held in the layers of meaning Smith added to the symbols.
America is a culture of synthesis and assimilation. By the late eighteenth century,
Americans took pride in that, “Here individuals of all nations are melted into a new race
of men, whose labours and posterity will one day cause great changes in the world” (St.
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John 34). While many of the antecedent theologies came from European religion and
culture, the way Mormonism combined these together created a uniquely American
religion. The experience of Mormonism’s development of theology and iconography is a
microcosm of the creation and continuing evolution of American culture, clearly
displayed in the physical form of the original Nauvoo Temple.
LDS use of symbolism declined after the completion of the Salt Lake Temple in
1893. The needs of Mormonism changed from the initial survival of the kingdom and
isolationist tendencies toward a more mainstream attitude. After 1910, the Church’s
Building Committee officially discontinued the use of symbolism on meeting houses as
part of the movement to become more mainstream Protestant (Roberts 39-41). Whereas
Mormonism had once assimilated many European cultures and identities, their time in
isolation in the Rocky Mountains had made them too unique. In order to gain the
normalcy of American cultural acceptance, Mormonism was required to abandon much
of their uniqueness, including their symbolic architecture.
Modern Mormons remain proud of their early heritage and place in the American
narrative. Most of the church’s top officials are descended from that early pioneer stalk.
However, the Mormon culture is quick to pick and chose which parts of their heritage
they celebrate. The modern meaning of the symbols of the Nauvoo Temple have lost
some of their original intents and much of their ancient meanings.
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