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In the fall of 1999, while searching through one of the newspaper clip-
pings volumes of the William Spry papers in the L. Tom Perry Special
Collections at Brigham Young University, I came across a headline that
piqued my interest. The headline read, “Mormon Governor Threat to Bar
Films in Utah.” The article documents Spry’s years as governor of Utah.1 For
the next several months, BYU history professor Brian Q. Cannon and I
began to uncover the circumstances in which Governor Spry would make
such an audacious threat. We discovered that in 1911 and 1912, at least half
a dozen silent films presenting scurrilous tales about The Church of Jesus
Christ of Latter-day Saints were released in Europe and the United States
(see Appendix).

These films, with alluring titles such as A Victim of the Mormons or The
Mountain Meadows Massacre, emerged in the wake of an anti-Mormon
movement that originated with the 1904–1906 Reed Smoot Hearings and
swept through the United States and later Europe. This crusade against “the
Mormon problem” was bellowed through a number of venues, including
dime novels, popular magazines, newspapers, traveling lecturers, and plays,
all claiming to offer a truthful glimpse into the practices of Mormonism. Like
the novels and magazine articles, the films drew upon accounts of plural
marriage, the Mountain Meadows massacre, and the Danites as fodder for
their sensational stories.

The flagship of these films, A Victim of the Mormons, was produced by
Nordisk Film Kompagni (Company), a Danish production company, and
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began showing in England in October 1911 where Mormon efforts, led by
Rudger Clawson, president of the European Mission, experienced limited
success combating the influence of this film. In the first weeks of 1912, the
First Presidency learned that A Victim of the Mormons would be released to
American audiences in February and that another film entitled The
Mountain Meadows Massacre, produced by Pathé Frères, a French production
company, was already being viewed by audiences on the West coast.
Concerned about the economic backlash they believed would result for the
libelous depiction of Utah in The Mountain Meadows Massacre, Salt Lake
City’s Commercial Club and Governor Spry began a campaign demanding
Pathé rescind distribution of the film. These protests and similar demands
made by local theater owners achieved no tangible results.

Meanwhile, the First Presidency, working behind the scenes through
Eastern States Mission President Ben E. Rich and others, complained to the
National Board of Censorship, which previewed the films before their dis-
tribution, only to discover the titular nature of this board. While represen-
tatives worked to squash A Victim of the Mormons, several other films were
released, including The Mormon, produced by the American Film
Manufacturing Company, and Marriage or Death, another Pathé production.
However, because of the groundbreaking length of A Victim of the Mormons
and the fact that it claimed to depict the practices of modern missionaries as
opposed to the content of other films, which claimed to be based on histor-
ical facts, the Church’s energy was focused on A Victim of the Mormons.
Winning a small victory, the Church’s efforts resulted in the reversal by the
board to approve A Victim of the Mormons until changes were made. The
board, however, having no real power, was unable to enforce its recommen-
dations, and apparently the film was distributed unchanged. As to the other
films, Church liaisons working with the National Board of Censorship were
continually frustrated because the films had received approval long before
the Church was ever aware of their existence.

Although the efforts of the Church to suppress these anti-Mormon films
resulted in few victories, its encounter with these early films is significant for
several reasons. First, it illustrated the Church’s burgeoning sensitivity to its
public image in the early twentieth century. Second, the attack upon the
Church and Utah, which these films represented, generated an amazing
sense of unity and cooperation as both Mormons and Gentiles worked
together for the good of Utah and her citizens. Finally, this early experience
with film gave Church leaders pause as they considered the power of this
growing new media and the Church’s relationship to it.2

Today, these films and the studios that produced them have long been
forgotten. And although these films greatly agitated members of the Church
in Utah, the films came and went with limited fanfare or critical acclaim in
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the motion picture industry. With the exception of A Victim of the Mormons,
copies of the films themselves are not extant.3 This is unfortunate because
these were the earliest depictions of the Church on the silver screen.
Fortunately, some remnants from these productions have survived in the
special collections at the Margaret Herrick Library at the Academy of
Motion Picture Arts and Sciences and Academy Foundation in Beverly
Hills, California, in the LDS Church History Library at the Church Office
Building of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, Salt Lake City,
Utah, and from film trade papers published at the time these films were
released. This article showcases a few of the remaining items from A Victim
of the Mormons and The Danites, accompanied by brief historical sketches of
these films. These particular films were chosen primarily because their star
power, length, and cinematography set them apart as perhaps not only the
most memorable but also, and more importantly, the most documented of
the 1911–1912 anti-Mormon silent films.

A Victim of the Mormons

Produced by the Danish film company, Nordisk Films, Mormonens Offer
(A Victim of the Mormons) was released in Copenhagen, Denmark, on 2
October 1911 and later in London on 10 October 1911. As previously men-
tioned, after its debut in England, despite the efforts of European Mission
President Rudger Clawson, little success was achieved in scotching the influ-
ence of this film. (See Images 1 and 2.) After the First Presidency learned of
its forthcoming 3 February 1912 release in the United States, they began a
vigorous campaign aimed at suppressing the film through the National Board
of Censorship. Though the board ultimately rescinded its approval until all
references to Mormonism were edited out, the film was apparently released
with no changes.4

Mormon leaders had good reason to fret about the release of A Victim of
the Mormons. The film was the brainchild of Ole Olsen, the founder of
Nordisk and a respected producer whose award-winning production compa-
ny was “a major [film] supplier to the world market . . . between 1910 and
1916.”5 Bordering on the revolutionary, this hour-long feature, which had to
be spooled on three reels, was nearly three times the length of the average
film.6 Moreover, its cast included several celebrities, including Vlademar
Psilander, perhaps the most popular actor of early twentieth-century Danish
film, and noted director August Blom.7

Olsen, having a flair for the melodramatic, often roused emotions
through provocative subject matter; and, in the case of A Victim of the
Mormons, he was the first to cash in on the European concern over the
“Mormon problem” and the prevailing stories of missionaries absconding
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with young women to Utah.8 While the story line was typical of anti-
Mormon fare, its advertisement campaign, particularly in Europe, was inge-
nious. (See Image 3.) While advertising the film length, release date, and
plot and playing on the fears concerning Mormon elders abducting women,
the promoters sent “three-sheet” promotional programs to exhibitors, claim-
ing that “He who sees this film and reads this text booklet is warned against
the deception of Mormonism.” Moreover, the promotions argued that the
film, “by its very sensationalism, should do more to counteract the growth of
Mormonism in this country than all the preaching against it, even by the
most noted clerics.”9 (See Images 4 and 5.)

While the rhetoric of the programs played to the fears of the public and
advocated a social morality, advertisements for exhibitors gave other reasons
for purchasing the film for distribution. Before its release in London and in
the United States, ads printed in film trade papers promised substantial,
even record-breaking, ticket sales. While the English trade paper Bioscope
noted, “This Great Winner Creates a Record Booking,” an American paper,
The Moving Picture News, claimed that the film “HAS NO EQUAL AS A
MONEY- MAKER.”10 In addition, after the film’s release, both English and
American trade papers noted that because of the huge demand for A Victim
of the Mormons, second-run copies were being made available for purchase.11

Perhaps exaggerating the significance of the film, ads in The Moving Picture
News claimed the picture to be the “Greatest Box-Office Feature of the Day”
and ran an article detailing how busy the offices of The Great Northern
Special Feature Film Company, the American company distributing the film
for Nordisk, had been in responding to all the requests for the film.12 (See
Image 6.)

As described in the promotion pamphlets, the film tells of the travails of
Florence Grange, played by Frau Clara Weith, who is abducted by a Mormon
“preacher” named “Reverend” Andrew Larson, played by Vlademar
Psilander, and taken to Utah to become a plural wife. In the opening scene,
Larson meets Florence in a restaurant through her brother George and is
instantly attracted to her. Wasting no time wooing her to his faith, Larson
gives Florence an “admission card” to a Mormon meeting. Because she feels
as though she had been neglected by her fiancé, Leslie Berg, Florence
attends the meeting. Ultimately, Larson is able to indoctrinate Florence and
convince her to return with him to Utah, despite the attempts of Leslie to
keep the two from fraternizing. Florence later sneaks away from her home
and joins Larson at the railway station. Her parents, noticing her absence,
look for her in her room—only to discover Larson’s note requesting she join
him at the train station.

The second half of the film opens with George and Leslie informing the
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police of the abduction, who in turn give the harbor police a description of
Larson and Florence. With the aid of a Mormon “brother,” Larson drugs and
gags Florence and exchanges her coat and hat, enabling them to board the
ship unsuspected while his Mormon friends, one wearing Florence’s coat and
hat, are detained. Hearing of the capture, George and Leslie go to pick up
Florence—only to discover the coverup. Through “wireless telegraphy,” the
ship’s captain is notified to detain the pair upon arrival, but these attempts
are foiled by Larson who escapes with his captive. Learning of these events,
George and Leslie decide to leave for Utah. Shortly after Larson and
Florence arrive in Utah, Florence is locked in her “boudoir” and becomes
friends with Larson’s sympathetic first wife. Later, Larson leaves to perform
a baptism in the Mormon temple, which, according to the pamphlet, is “por-
trayed in a striking scene.” Meanwhile, George and Leslie arrive in Utah and
follow Larson from the temple to his home. After several attempts to thwart
his pursuers, including hiding Florence in the cellar, which is accessible only
through a secret passage and a trap door, George and Leslie discover
Florence. In the final scene, Larson attempts to murder Florence at gunpoint
but is overpowered by Leslie as the shot is fired. In a twist of irony, Larson is
killed by his own gun.13

As shocking and offensive as the plot of A Victim of the Mormons must
have been to the leadership and membership of the Church, graphic images
from the film, specifically the scenes portraying the temple, must have been
equally appalling. (See Image 7.) These scenes showed the antagonist in
white robes performing baptisms in what was meant to represent an LDS
temple baptistry. Although the font was inaccurately placed before a set of
pipe organs and although the oxen supporting the baptismal font were
dehorned, kneeling, and in sets of two rather than three, the duplication of
sacred Mormon architecture and symbolism most likely generated strong
feelings among members who saw the film.14 And while many factors con-
tributed to the fuel behind the Mormon campaign against this and other
motion pictures, perhaps it was this image that was published in The Moving
Picture World on 30 December 1911 that gave the First Presidency a glimpse
at the powerful images that could be portrayed by film.15

The Danites

The film entitled The Danites is significantly lesser known than A Victim
of the Mormons and was not specifically targeted for suppression by Church
or civic leaders in Utah. This was primarily because the film debuted after
these groups experienced a relatively unsuccessful battle attempting to sub-
due earlier anti-Mormon films through the production companies them-
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selves and the National Board of Censorship.16 The Danites was a two-reel
film, roughly two-thirds the length of A Victim of the Mormons, and was
released by the Chicago-based Selig Polygscope Company, the first reel on
19 February 1912 and the second reel the following day.17 Selig specialized
in making western-type films “on location,” in which the grandeur of the
West was captured.18 Advertisements for The Danites, published in the film
trade-paper The Moving Picture World, capitalized on this, noting the film’s
sizable cast of three hundred members, the use of ten “prairie schooners” on
the set, and the scenic vistas in which it was filmed while boasting, “This
wonderful picture contains more real value than any previous Western
story.”19

Perhaps the largest selling point was that The Danites was written by
McKee Rankin, the star of the acclaimed 1877 Broadway production, “The
Danites of the Sierras,” written by Joaquin Miller.20 (See Image 8.) While
this production did not receive any critical acclaim, it is believed by some to
have been the most popular nineteenth-century anti-Mormon theatrical
production. During the 1880s, Rankin, using this production as his personal
vehicle to stardom, took the movie abroad where it was a great success and
continued to draw crowds for many years.21 One reviewer of The Danites
asserted that the “older generation of theater-goers” would remember the
Broadway production but “To the younger generation the reproduction of
the drama in moving pictures will doubtless revive its old popularity.”22 Selig
was most likely counting on this; combined with the controversy generated
over other anti-Mormon films at the time and the success of the Broadway
play, the production of a film based upon the popular play was a fiscally
sound decision.

Essentially, The Danites tells the story of the rundown and murder of the
Williams family by several members of the Danites. In the first reel, the
Williams are en route to the West when they are besieged by Danites dis-
guised as Indians. Nancy Williams, played by Betty Harte, and her young
brother, Georgie, escape and join another wagon train led by a miner named
Sandy, played by Hobart Bosworth.23 Two Danites, who have pledged them-
selves to see to the extermination of the rest of the family, also join the train
in disguise. The Danites shortly discover and gun down Georgie. Unable to
discover the murderers or to protect herself, Nancy clothes herself in chil-
dren’s apparel, cuts her hair, and changes her name to Billy Piper.

As described on a broadside advertising the second reel, the second half
begins with Billy Piper’s arrival at a western camp where the townspeople
have gathered to hear news of the arrival of the new male school teacher.
(See Image 9.) When the teacher steps out of the wagon, all are astonished
at the sight of a beautiful young widow, whom Sandy immediately falls in
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love with and eventually marries. Billy Piper and the “widow” also become
close friends. The Danites, still obsessed with killing the last of the Williams
family, suspect Billy Piper to be Nancy and follow Billy on a visit to the
widow’s home. During the visit, Billy notices the Danites leering through the
window and faints. While the widow tries to revive Billy, she discovers
Billy’s gender. After several twists in the plot, in the final scene, Billy is con-
fronted by the Danites but is allowed to escape as Sandy holds the Danites
at bay with a revolver. However, on her way to freedom, seeing the Danites
closing in, Billy dies of a heart attack.24

While the film was praised for its cinematography that created “a sense
of epic grandeur” of the vast prairies of the West, it was criticized for its two-
part release, as neither reel made sense if viewed independently. (See Image
10.) In addition, the film was also censured because no background infor-
mation was given as to why the villainous Danites were so anxious to exter-
minate the members of the Williams family.25 This is a departure from the
screenplay, which notes that “After the death of the Mormon prophet
Joseph Smith, a band of Mormons called ‘DANITES’ o[r] ‘Destroying
Angels’ were commissioned by the Elders of their church to destroy all who
participated in the death of their prophet, together with the members of
their families, wives, mothers and children.”26

Apparently, Selig believed that the implications of the term “Danites”
would be apparent to American audiences. Billed only as a “western,” for
unknown reasons, neither the film nor any of its advertisements made spe-
cific reference to the term “Mormon.” While this left some viewers guessing
as to who the Danites were and what their motivations were for killing the
Williamses, it did allow the film to pass the National Board of Censorship
unnoticed, while other films, including A Victim of the Mormons, were under
heavy scrutiny because of the protest of Church and civic leaders in Utah.27

Conclusion

While Mormons were outraged by the images and stories presented in
these early films, Church leaders took solace in the realization that the fuel
driving these productions was sizable profits, which could be generated by a
controversial topic rather than by animosity against the Church. And as the
profits ebbed, within a few months, these film fell into complete obscurity.
Fortunately, the relics that remain from A Victim of the Mormons and The
Danites give us a small glimpse at some of the earliest depictions of the
Church and its members on the silver screen. Furthermore, they demon-
strate the place of Mormonism in depicting the experience of the American
West in film. 
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Appendix

Anti-Mormon Silent Films, 1911–1912

Film Title: Mormones Offer (A Victim of the Mormons)
Date of Release: 2 October 1911 (Denmark), 3 February 1912 (U.S.)
Production Company and Locations: Nordisk Films, Denmark
Theme: Polygamy
Length: 3,200 feet
Actors: Valdemar Psilander

Film Title: An Episode of Early Mormon Days
Date of Release: 14 December 1911
Production Company and Locations: Pathé Frères, France
Theme: Mountain Meadows Massacre
Length:
Actors:

Film Title: The Mountain Meadows Massacre
Date of Release: January 1912
Production Company and Locations: Pathé Frère, France
Theme: Mountain Meadows Massacre
Length:
Actors:

Film Title: The Mormon
Date of Release: 25 January 1912
Production Company and Locations: American Film Manufacturing Company, 
Pathé FrèresChicago
Theme: Polygamy and Mountain Meadows Massacre
Length: 1,000 feet
Actors:

Film Title: The Danites
Date of Release: 19 February 1912 (1st reel), 20 February 1912 (2nd real)
Production Company and Locations: Selig Polyscope Company, Chicago
Theme: Danites
Length: 1,000 feet each reel
Actors: Hobart Bosworth, Mary Harte

Film Title: Marriage or Death
Date of Release: 21 February 1912
Production Company and Locations: Pathé Fréres, France
Theme: Polygamy
Length:
Actors:
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Image 1.
Broadside advertising A Victim of the Mormons for the Avenue Theater in 

London, England, November 1911.
Courtesy of LDS Church Historical Library, Salt Lake City, Utah.
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Image 2.
Broadside advertising A Victim of the Mormons for the Avenue Theater in 

London, England, November 1911.
Courtesy of LDS Church Historical Library, Salt Lake City, Utah.
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Image 3.
Cover from a Danish pamphlet used to promote Mormonens Offer (A Victim of the
Mormons) (Aarhus: A/S Fotorama, 1911). The pamphlet, containing sixteen pages, 
included a short history of the LDS Church, as well as text and images from the film. 

Copy in the Richard Alan Nelson Papers, 1911–1976, L. Tom Perry Special Collections,
Harold B. Lee Library, Brigham Young University, Provo, Utah.
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Image 4.
Nordisk Films, A Victim of the Mormons, marketing pamphlet, Nordisk Release Heralds,
Vertical Files, fd. 132, Margaret Herrick Library, Special Collections, Academy of Motion

Picture Arts and Sciences and Academy Foundation, Beverly Hills, California.
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Image 5.
Nordisk Films, A Victim of the Mormons, marketing pamphlet, Nordisk Release Heralds,
Vertical Files, fd. 132, Margaret Herrick Library, Special Collections, Academy of Motion

Picture Arts and Sciences and Academy Foundation, Beverly Hills, California.
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Image 6.
Ad appearing in The Moving Picture World 11 (10 February 1912): 507.

Image 7.
Temple scene from A Victim of the Mormons, in The Moving Picture World 10 

(30 December 1911): 1085.
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Image 8.
Cast list from McKee Rankin’s screenplay, The Danites, folder 201, William Selig

Collection, Special Collections, Margaret Herrick Library, Academy of Motion Picture Arts
and Sciences and Academy Foundation, Beverly Hills, California.
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Image 9.
Broadside from McKee Rankin’s screenplay, The Danites, folder 201, William Selig

Collection, Special Collections, Margaret Herrick Library, Academy of Motion Picture Arts
and Sciences and Academy Foundation, Beverly Hills, California.
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