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I. INTRODUCTION:  
ELISABETH ELLIOT AND THE STUDY OF CULTURE 

American1 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.2 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 

                                                     
1  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. 

2  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 


