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PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

“Any book, including the novel and the biography, is the product of its author.
Implicit within the book, to a greater or less degree, are the author’s identity, his
vision of reality, his understanding of life” (Elliot, WS4 xi). One might wonder
whether Elisabeth Elliot’s words on the biography might not also be true for the
genre of the dissertation. Examining the work of cultural models in Elisabeth
Elliot’s texts, this dissertation simultaneously engages in the creation of an
academic narrator, who sorts through and tests different literary, cultural, and
academic models and approaches, bringing her past experiences and worldviews
to the analysis. More aware of the cultural work of forms for writing life, this
preface attempts to provide an insight into my academic journey of the past
several years when the idea to work on Elisabeth Elliot’s texts first appeared as a
topic for my master’s thesis and then during the next years extended into a larger
project covering fourteen of Elliot’s works with respect to their forms’ cultural
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First of all, I would like to express my profound gratitude to my supervisor
Prof. Niinning, who saw potential in my project from the start and opened many
doors at the Graduate Centre for the Study of Culture (GCSC), the International
PhD Programme (IPP), and the European PhDnet “Literary and Cultural
Studies” that granted me the best possible frameworks for accountability,
support, and efficiency to complete my dissertation project. Prof. Niinning
always challenged me to think outside the box, to drop categories that did not
work, and to explore new approaches. He encouraged me to do literary work
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lecting to support others, who are on the same path. Thank you, Prof. Niinning!

I would also like to extend a very special thank you to my second supervisor
Prof. Peter Hanenberg, who did not hesitate to support me whenever 1 ap-
proached him. Especially during my two semesters at Universidade Catolica
Portuguesa in Lisbon, I was encouraged by him to test cognitive approaches on
my primary texts that significantly shaped the findings of my project. I was
always inspired by his perceptive eye, practical feedback, and his capabilities to



make connections between different research projects thereby opening the floor
for discussions between diverse people from different backgrounds.

Furthermore, words of gratitude go out to my former master’s thesis super-
visor, Prof. Manfred Siebald, who was there when the project started and took
its first small steps. He made first connections to Wheaton College and the Billy
Graham Center in 2015 possible from which many more contacts arose over the
years. For this I am very thankful.

Without the support network at the GCSC, IPP, and PhDnet, I would not
have been able to complete my dissertation in this form. I am especially thankful
to the GCSC and IPP for their financial support throughout my three-year
fellowship that encompassed a scholarship, funding for research trips, and a
myriad of opportunities for academic input and training through lectures,
research groups, and conferences. Thank you for making possible my research
trips to the Billy Graham Center Archives in Wheaton in 2017 and 2019, the
participation in summer schools in Lisbon in 2017 and 2019, the taking part in
the translation conference in Bergamo in 2017 and the joining of conferences at
the Castle of Rauischholzhausen, as well as keeping up the European exchange
through PhDnet symposia in Stockholm, Helsinki, Lisbon, Bergamo, and Graz.

I am grateful to all professorial members and affiliates of the PhDnet, who
regularly read and gave feedback to my drafts during the discussion of the
PhDnet symposia: Prof. Ana Margarida Abrantes, Prof. Raul Calzoni, Prof.
Wolfgang Hallet, Prof. Peter Hanenberg, Prof. Elisabeth Herrmann, Prof.
Markus Huss, Prof. Susanne Knaller, Prof. Angela Locatelli, Prof. Pirjo
Lyytikéinen, Prof. Ansgar Niinning, Prof. Bo Pettersson, Prof. Heta Pyrhonen,
Prof. Annette Simonis, Prof. Alexandra Strohmaier, Prof. Elisabeth Waghall
Nivre, and Prof. Uwe Wirth. Moreover, I would like to thank my fellow doctoral
researchers, who shared the joys and challenges of graduate school with me:
Susanne Christ, Alena Heinritz, Vera Herold, Sarianna Kankkunen, Fredrik
Renard, Dimitri Smirnov, Daria Steiner, lida Turpeinen, and Natasa Vukeli¢.
Our self-organized writing retreat in a remote house in Alentejo, Portugal was a
truly special moment and highlight of our time for me. A special thank you also
to PhDnet coordinator Imke Polland, who helped me organize the cotutelle-
dissertation and assisted me in all organizational and personal questions. Thank
you for allowing me to learn from you as your assistant during my time in the
PhDnet.

Furthermore, my gratitude goes out to my [PP-friends and colleagues, Max
Bergmann, Ewelina Pepiak, Leonie Schmidt, and Andrea Ziiger, as well as IPP-
coordinator Dr. Elizabeth Kovach. Thanks for the great cooperation and mutual
support during and outside of the colloquia. Thanks also to the GCSC-Team,
especially our secretary Ann Van de Veire and her former assistant Anette
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Gralla, who went out of their ways to support me in all questions and concerns. I
would also like to thank Rose Lawson from the English Department for her
assistance in all small and large matters of organization. I am grateful as well to
my former Mainz colleagues and good friends Nina Heydt and Julia Velten for
encouraging me throughout, organizing a writing day, and occasionally closing
the working day at the Baron Restaurant.

The research for my dissertation would not have been possible without the
support of the Billy Graham Center Archive staff. My special thank you goes to
Paul Erickson, Bob Shuster, Katherine Graber, Keith Call, and Buswell librarian
Gregory Morrison, who advised me and made sure that I have access to all the
material I need. Thank you to Grace and Nathan Bliss, Jane Hawthorne, Carissa
Van Schooten, Amy Vautin, Amber Reynolds, Kathy and Brad Cathey for
helping me to organize my Wheaton stays and supporting me. Thanks for your
friendship, many personal conversations, and encouragement! Thank you to
Lars Gren, Jane (Elliot) Hawthorne, and Valerie (Elliot) Shepard for sharing
personal stories of their wife, sister-in-law, and mother. It allowed me to not
forget that Elisabeth Elliot is a human being and not just part of a research
project.
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their hands-on support in the editing and publishing process. Thank you to my
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1. INTRODUCTION:
ELISABETH ELLIOT AND THE STUDY OF CULTURE

American' missionary Elisabeth Elliot became a well-known writer overnight
when her first book Through Gates of Splendor (from here on Gates) became a
bestseller in 1957. Over a period of eight months the publisher sold over
175,000 copies (Long 2019: 41). However, even though Elliot embraced her
new career path and continued to publish over twenty works in the course of her
life, the initiation into the writing profession was rather sudden and unexpected.
After her husband’s death in Ecuador, Elliot flew to the United States, expecting
to help revise a manuscript that was supposed to tell the story of her husband
and four other American missionaries’ project to contact the indigenous
Huaorani of the Amazon (eastern Ecuador), which ended in the missionaries’
deaths.” However, at her arrival Elliot learned that the manuscript did not yet
exist and spent the following months composing it from scratch (ibid.: 36).
Based on actual events that had taken place one year prior, Gates continued the
narrative of Life magazine’s article ““Go Ye and Preach the Gospel’: Five Do
and Die,” which had used large portions of the missionaries’ private journals.
Similar to the article, Gates used the missionaries’ direct voices to cater to the
sensationalism of the American middle class, who had followed the search in the
media and identified with the family values portrayed in the story (Long 2003b:
229). As previous missionary narratives, Gates’s focus lay on suffering and re-
demption.

Like Gates, Elliot’s 1958 biography of her husband Jim Elliot, entitled
Shadow of the Almighty: The Life and Testament of Jim Elliot (from here on
Shadow), followed a redemptive storyline, while The Savage My Kinsman
(1961, from here on Savage) explored new forms. Similar to Gates, Savage was
more or less improvised. Elliot had prepared a photo series during the first year
of living among the Huaorani in 1958/59, just two and a half years after her hus-
band’s death, when her publisher demanded a complete book-length report of
her time there (Savage 143). Considerably less popular than Gates or Shadow,
Savage used different narrative forms to express Elliot’s experiences with the

This study employs the term ‘American’ to refer to the United States rather than
the continent as a whole. To specify, the study uses ‘North American’ for the Unit-
ed States and Canada, and ‘Central America’ and ‘South America’ for countries
south of the United States.

Interfamilial conflicts and fear of attack had moved the Huaorani to strike and
eliminate their potential enemies (Long 2019: 19).



2 The Cultural Work of Form in Elisabeth Elliot’s Writing

Huaorani. Exploring ethnographic forms of participation-observation, Savage
turns self-reflective when asking questions about perspective, cultural superiori-
ty, and redemption. Elliot’s novel No Graven Image (1966, from here on NGI)
continues these questions when experimenting with different narrative forms
and literary modes, infusing them with Quichua ways of storytelling.

The experimentations with forms in Savage and NGI had an impact on El-
liot’s later writing, especially her biographies, travel writing, and essays. But
what do these explorations of forms afford? Why are these choices of form rele-
vant for life writing in the contact zone? This study argues that different forms
carry different potential for cultural work. Especially in life writing in the con-
tact zone, different communities and their cultural models meet and interact. In
this context, individuals use cognitive structures to translate new cultural experi-
ences into meaning with the help of cognitive cultural schemas. These processes
are negotiated and verbalized in narrative forms. In turn, different narrative
forms result in diverging cultural work. While teleological plots might foster
integration of paradoxical experiences into an existing cultural model, repetitive
or networking structures might challenge easy connections. Accordingly, El-
liot’s diverse narrative forms achieve different cultural ends. Combining theoret-
ical approaches from cognitive anthropology, cultural narratology, and cultural
formalism, this study sets out to examine the cultural work of Elliot’s narrative
forms. In this context, the study is interested in laying bare the cognitive pro-
cesses that take place in the contact zone and are mediated in the narrative forms
of life writing. In order to do so, the following subsection presents the relevance
of investigating Elliot’s texts for research in the study of culture, followed by an
introduction of conceptual approaches to culture and narratives in the contact
zone. The subsequent section establishes the study’s definition of life writing as
an overarching concept before outlining the study’s premises, methodology, and
structure.

1. Relevancy of Elisabeth Elliot’s Writing for the Study of Culture:
Current State of Research and Historical Contextualization

One might be tempted to wonder about the relevance of a single writer for the
study of culture. What are the specificities of Elisabeth Elliot’s writings when
investigating the impact of forms on the development and negotiations of cultur-
al models in the contact zone? Most pertinent for the answer to this question are
three factors: Diversity, situatedness, and referentiality. First, the vast array of
forms in Elliot’s writing—ranging from hagiographic to fictional and essayistic
forms—allow the examination of different affordances of forms with regard to



