
92 The Conrad Grebel Review92 The Conrad Grebel Review

From Anna Baptist and Menno Barbie
to Anna Beautiful

Julie L. Musselman

When I was five my mom caught me studying myself in the mirror. And
caught is the right word. I was trying to figure out if I was pretty. This wasn’t
the issue for Mom, who gave me no clues as to whether indeed I was pretty.
What worried her was this: “If you keep looking in the mirror, Satan is hiding
behind it and will jump out and get you.” I used to look behind the mirror,
trying to imagine how skinny Satan must be to fit in that crack between wall
and mirror. My mother, à la Seinfeld, was the apparel Nazi, ensuring that I
follow the church modesty code and win the war against Satan.

Later, in my teens, what enticed me was the fruit that the church through
my mom had forbidden me. Rather than submitting to the command not to
look in the mirror, I was seduced by those not themselves forbidden to look;
I wanted what they had. So I watched those peers outside my church circles
who were like characters in a Harleysville-Souderton version of Grease. They
were the trend-setters in my world. With their makeup and clothes, they looked
to me like the models I pored over in Seventeen magazine. These awe-inspiring
creatures went to the public high school, not my Mennonite one, so we only
crossed paths when I attended football games and went to their school plays
or concerns. But I knew all the names of the most popular boys and girls as if
I were part of their inner circle, which is of course exactly what I longed to
be.

I think of the first girl, the girl tempting Satan to jump out from behind
the mirror, as “Anna Baptist.” Appearance is nothing, Anna Baptist was taught,
and appearance is everything, she also learned. These were – and sometimes
are – the mixed messages Mennonite girls often received from mothers who
told us Satan lived behind that mirror in which we loved to see ourselves
reflected. I don’t finally blame my mother. She was passing on what the
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church told her. So if damage was done, the issue needs to be taken up more
with the church than with her and other mothers.

Still, these were the messages the church asked mothers to give, and
through such admonitions many of us learned at the same time that appearance
was to be discounted and that beauty or its absence had to do with our
superficial package. The result is that many of us girls have grown up tempted
to be “Menno Barbie,” those cookie-cutter women who, lacking Mom’s
affirming gaze, look to the fashion world or males for evaluations of our
beauty.

How does a woman who has been Anna Baptist and is tempted to be
Menno Barbie survive? Drawing on my own experiences and some theoretical
resources, I want to propose ways to stay real in the worlds of both Anna and
Barbie. I’ll suggest that crucial to my and many women’s survival tactics is
experiencing a love which doesn’t stop with the skin – either to reject or
worship it – but gazes deep inside to find and affirm beauty. Such a woman
then becomes Anna Beautiful. Let me move toward her by telling more stories
of Anna Baptist and Menno Barbie, and of the complex ways they kept and
keep each other alive while too often holding back the woman of deeper
beauty struggling to be born.

Anna Baptist
The Menno Barbie side of me wanted bangs and short hair. But my mom
forced me after first grade to let my hair and bangs grow long. I had my hair
parted in the middle. This made me not only Anna Baptist but also what
Anna so often was and is: plain Jane.

In third grade, I went repeatedly to school with bags under my eyes.
For some reason, due probably, I now think, to the shampoo Mom used on
me, my eyes were swollen. “Why are your eyes swollen?” my teacher asked.
“Doesn’t your mother care about you? She doesn’t do anything about it.”
Because the possibility that my teacher might be right both shamed and
frightened me, I didn’t mention my eyes to my mother.

Now I think the issue wasn’t that my mother didn’t love me; rather,
this matter-of-factness was one more way she and other parents had been
taught to keep Satan at bay. We weren’t to have paid to us the kind of attention
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my teacher assumed a child should receive; that was being “fussed over” –
and you could feel Satan getting ready to leap out.

Jump to fifth grade. Wednesday nights in summer I used to walk across
the porch to my grandmother’s house and find an inconspicuous seat. Then
as my aunts and their parents carried out their weekly ritual of touching base
with each other, I’d listen to them talk about what was going on in their
Mennonite world. I soaked up as much of the conversation as I could, gossip
especially. But sometimes I failed in my quest not to be noticed. The worst
failure came as I played on the floor with one of my smaller cousins. Aunt
Susan pronounced a curse that stayed with me until I was finally able to shed
it about fifteen years ago. “Julie,” she pronounced, “really has fat legs.”

For Anna Baptist men, were beings from whom to hide both such ugly
things as fat legs and whatever rare beauty a Mennonite woman might possess.
I learned this from my mother. After she shed the cape dress, she still insisted
on high necklines and supplemented such cover with a scarf to hide any
additional skin that might inadvertently pop out.

As a teenager, it seemed to me ridiculous to believe a Mennonite woman
could provoke lust in any normal male. We Anna Baptists so steadfastly
covered ourselves, so dutifully turned ourselves nondescript and asexual,
that it was hard even to imagine being sexually desirable. I couldn’t picture
a Mennonite woman prompting lustful thoughts even in her husband. What
partner would be attracted to a woman who looked like that? Especially
when all around were the “real” bodies with their visible shapes and curves
to remind us and the men what we women were all about! Of course one
irony was that the very vehicles we used to hide in were precisely what
attracted attention and stares.

So there she was, Anna Baptist. She wasn’t supposed to worry about
whether she was pretty. She was expected to minimize any prettiness that
might nevertheless sneak through. She was given plenty of hints that she
might be ugly. Of course exactly the opposite of what the church wanted to
happen did happen. I become obsessed with my looks. I was pursued by
fears of plainness and haunted by visions of beauty. I became not only Anna
Baptist but Menno Barbie.
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Adding Menno Barbie
I have been alluding, of course, to the perfectly coiffed, postured, and ever-
smiling Barbie doll, the perennial choice of countless young women across
North America. Menno Barbies are different than regular Barbies; a Menno
Barbie is a Mennonite woman, an Anna Baptist who has been initially
(forcibly?) restrained from dressing the way she instinctively chooses.  Menno
Barbies often grow up staring out, from between the bars of their imprisonment
in anti-fashionable Mennonite attitudes, at the beautiful Barbie’s of the secular
world they want to be. Wannabe Menno Barbies risk the same imprisonments
regular Barbies face, only more so.

Cut off from the beauty in their own heritage and not well-versed in
secular standards of beauty, they fumble forward. They long for what they
don’t have without knowing know how to find it. Often they become lost,
not fully at home either in church or in the world. Often, much as the nouveau
riche, they seem to think that more is better. This is possibly a reaction to the
former emphasis on nonconformity or plainness. Then overdone or obvious
display compensates for a former lack and means you are now “with it.”
This ties in with what I’ve already said about not having experience with
beauty to draw from. Good taste is often naturally formed by a person’s
familiarity with certain kinds of clothes, jewelry, behaviors. It is not some
quality mysteriously bestowed on certain special individuals.

I gave a seminar in Harrisonburg, Virginia several years ago on dressing
and creating one’s personal style. I chose to wear an outfit representing my
profession that I’d have worn to work in New York. A Donna Karan little
black dress with a silk jacket, it was understated and au courant. Several
women later criticized me, wondering why I dressed so “plain.” This outfit
that communicated elegance and sophistication in the “real” Barbie world
didn’t pass muster in Menno Barbie’s. Here beauty truly was in the eyes of
the beholder!

I think there’s a Menno Barbie side to my mom, who shed the cape
dress thirty years ago but mostly could only long toward whatever secular
beauty may have attracted her. This seems to explain her waiting until the
last few years, during her 70s, finally to cut her hair. And I see Menno Barbie
in my own memories of longing for traits or features that would set me apart
not as Anna Baptist but as a girl or woman of beauty.
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In my homeless way, for instance, I stumbled into seeing buck teeth as
one desirable feature of uniqueness. A girl at my home church also attended
eighth grade at my public elementary school. I looked up to her, and she used
to pay attention to me. She had an extra set of teeth erupting in the vicinity of
her eye teeth, at the corners of her mouth. I thought it awesome to have this
row of teeth; I was quite envious of her looks and the shape the extra teeth
gave her mouth and lips. So on the day of my second grade picture, I created
for myself and the photographer the looks I imagined malocclusion would
have given me. Horror contorted my mom’s own face when she opened the
picture envelope and saw how I had distorted my face to create an effect of
lips distended by teeth.

I was baptized when I was ten. I can see a direct correlation between
my unruly and uninhibited behavior and the church discipline code. Coming
under the rules of the church led to a major suppression of how I wanted to
be and to be seen by the public school crowd as well as  by my church crowd.
I wanted and needed approval simultaneously from both groups – even though
what they each approved was contradictory.

But this failed to deter me in my quest. Having always been a more-
than-enthusiastic singer, I jumped at the chance to audition for the school
musical in seventh grade. A new auditorium had just been completed, which
made the event all the more enticing. Given that music was the one subject in
which I was well behaved, I was selected for the musical. I never asked my
mom whether I could participate in this first of my post-church-membership
productions;  I just did.

We gave the musical. I sang my brains out. Then my aunt called my
mom to say I should confess my sin of participating in this musical with its
nonsensical songs. She persisted in this, and my mom told me several times
Aunt Anna felt strongly about the matter. I announced, “I AM NOT going to
confess!” The issue faded, but if my aunt had called the bishop and reported
my sin, it would have turned into another story.

Becoming a member of the church also had an effect on my
relationships with boys. I had always had a boyfriend from town who was
not Mennonite, but now, having staked my claim as a “virtuous woman,” I
switched hunting grounds. Now I liked a boy who was Mennonite, though
not from my church. But eventually he dropped me because, he said, I was
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too plain! That was a shock. Such a judgment leveled by a Mennonite farm
boy who couldn’t even spell was almost too much to handle – and deepened
my hunger to be Menno Barbie.

Looking for her, I next invaded the world of the boys who went to
Franconia Mennonite School. Since I went to public school, I looked less
conservative than the pickin’s the guys had at their school. I didn’t have to
sport a covering except to church. This allowed me in the world of church to
reclaim the social status I had regretfully given up by joining church. But at
the same time I just couldn’t compete with girls who had short hair and
perms, who could wear slacks, who were starting to wear make-up.

Pursuing Menno Barbie but often managing more to long for than to
become her, I began to feel invisible. I began to feel that if I wasn’t noticed I
didn’t exist. I was like a painting of a landscape devoid of a person. At home
I had to work hard helping my mom with dishes, ironing, cleaning, and baby-
sitting. Once I decided not to volunteer any details about school at home to
see if anyone ever asked me. I remember going through the whole year without
anyone inquiring how things were going for me.

So as an eighth grader, now adolescent, I had to create my own
importance and recognition. My behavior was a barometer. It rose and fell
with how I felt I was viewed, and my Menno Barbie self-assessment hinged
totally on my perception of how I looked and what I wore.  The emphasis my
church placed on how I looked by insisting that I be an Anna Baptist who did
not care about my looks continued to make Menno Barbie use appearance as
the yardstick by which she measured herself and her classmates.

My behavior worsened as none of the boys gave me even a second
look, or at least that was what I thought. Because of my lack of self-control
in class, I was kicked off the Safety Patrol squad. I spent more time standing
in the corner than anyone else. At graduation I forfeited academic honors
because of my incessant classroom chatter.

As my teen years continued, I felt a deepening of the dichotomy
between the standards of the church and wanting approval from those who
exhibited the worldly standards of beauty trumpeted by the media.  My Menno
Barbie side was persistently attracted to peers who attended public high school
or who weren’t Mennonite.  Yet I wasn’t closed to my Anna Baptist side; I
still wanted approval from both adults and peers in my church community
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whose appearance denoted faithfulness and dedication to those biblical
standards of appearance and beauty called nonconformity.

As a teen I was really into music and felt there the tensions between
church and world. I listened to WOR out of New York City every Saturday
morning for the top ten R & B songs. I was totally thrilled with Bill Haley’s
“Rock Around the Clock,” with James Dean, with Marlon Brando. I knew
Elvis’s first song by heart, before he made it big as a rock-and-roll star, when
he was still country.

I devoured, especially because they were denied me, trends in popular
culture. I personified 100 percent absorbency – an information junkie!
Precisely because it was forbidden, I was a closet American teenager. I knew
more about ’50s pop culture than probably any kid who actually lived in that
world. I was a double agent extraordinaire.

Concurrently I was also a full-blown ethnocentric Mennonite with all
the accompanying minority characteristics. My experience as a person other
than Mennonite was non-existent, so I was totally dependent on the Mennonite
church and felt that if that factor were removed I’d be really non-existent
and a washout as a person.  And this fragile Mennonite identity was founded
almost entirely on extraneous exterior qualifiers.

Another important factor in my teen years was the hair culture. But
that story begins even earlier, in the summer between fifth and sixth grade,
when I was already obsessed with my hair statement. I was so envious of my
girl friend. She also sported the circumscribed pigtail but after visiting her
non-Mennonite sister-in-law in Ohio returned with a bob. It seemed a miracle
to me,  and I just longed to have a divine hair intervention happen for me!
But I had to manage my own. After suffering for years with those telltale
pigtails – an indictment of my heritage even without the head covering – I
severed my pigtail ties. The deed took place behind closed doors in the
bathroom one day after school in tenth grade, just before supper. Bending
low over the toilet, I lopped off several inches of pigtail with my mom’s
scissors, frantically flushing the despised evidence down the hopper.  About
one-and-a-half inches of pigtail extensions remained. I carefully arranged
the new stubby tails and pinned them together at the base of my neck.

I donned a hairnet and covering like always. My plan was to allow just
enough pigtail so the ends would meet and create the same basic effect of the
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hair style I had had. But the new length would allow me to slip into a wholly
new style, like curls, when I needed them.  Then I made my way down to the
dinner table. Unfortunately, though I had plotted and premeditated  for several
years and committed the crime in cold blood, I was careless. Unbeknownst
to me, I hadn’t totally cleaned up the scene of the crime. Tiny little bits of
hair decorating the top edge of the bowl got discovered when my brother
lifted the toilet seat later that evening. Spotting the evidence, he gleefully
turned me in.

That event served as the battle cry in my war against my nonconformed
appearance. I openly rebelled against the church’s hair. Then later, as a
teenager, all I could think of was how I could possibly pull off cutting or
arranging my hair in such a way as to move better between both worlds.

Especially for women hair holds the power of seduction. A lot of female
style is communicated by how a woman wears her hair. It often sets the tone
for her appearance. Back then the covering complicated it all, and the length
interfered with creating placebo do’s. I couldn’t create a reasonable facsimile
of the wispy and feathered 1956 Italian Boy hairstyle when I had hair in
braids that extended halfway down my back.

The appearance-related dynamics of an Anna Baptist determined also
to be Menno Barbie pursued me into my late 1950s Goshen “Go-Sin” College
years. As soon as I entered this most liberal of places in my Mennonite world,
I wanted in the worst way to shed my wavy hair and cut bangs. I restrained
myself briefly; I didn’t want my community to say, “The minute she got
there she cut bangs.” But after six weeks I did. The timing was bad: I cut my
bangs just before a visit from my parents. My mom took one look and started
crying.

The coup de grace came Saturday night as we waited in the cafeteria
line for supper. I actually didn’t look my best in this newly-crafted hair style.
In fact my bangs looked a lot like “Mamie” bangs because they had a tendency
to be wavy instead of lying straight. And to my chagrin, in my new ’do I
faintly resembled a woman from our congregation who was insane and had
lived her whole life in a state hospital. My dad promptly pointed this out to
me and also, I discovered later, to people back home with whom he shared a
photo of my new looks. But the comment really meant to make me let my
bangs grow was “What do you think Jesus thinks of you now?” At that point
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I left my distraught parents standing alone in the line, marched out, and went
up to my room on third floor Kulp.

And always somewhere amid the tensions between my Anna Baptist
background and Menno Barbie longings were boys and men. Take the “Dear
Ruth” incident. That began with the message from my church and mother
that looking good or pretty was being sexy or sexual and therefore evil, an
emphasis geared mainly to us females! Of course at this time there was no
unbiased representation of the body in itself, as in art history or classical
paintings – our mottoes and calendars were more benign and uplifting.  There
was no dispassionate exposure to another view of body aesthetics.

My mother, by her furtive attempts in dealing with me and my
appearance, implied that what we as women mostly communicated with our
bodies was  a sexual  message.  My mother exhausted a lot energy trying to
derail my focus. She was sure I wasn’t to be trusted – and I wasn’t!  My mom
even enlisted the aid of Ruth Brunk Stoltzfus in controlling her daughter’s
passions for boys and her appearance.  I found a note written to Ruth and her
“Heart To Heart” radio program.  Ruth, the Mennonite women’s “Dear Abby,”
would read letters from listeners on a special portion of the Saturday morning
program.  My mother’s said something like, “I have a daughter who only
thinks about going out with boys. . . .  I ask that you pray that she will see the
error of her ways.” That discovery created even more anger. I felt betrayed.
Her campaign drove me faster than ever toward getting the approval I needed
from boys.

Why such intensities in relation to men? In The Beauty Myth, Naomi
Wolf highlights three verses in Genesis (2:21-23), beginning with, “And the
Lord God caused a deep sleep to fall upon Adam, and he slept; and he took
one of his ribs. . . .” Women, Wolf believes, allow themselves to be enslaved
by the “Rites of Beauty.” She means that men, shaped by the cultural
influences of Genesis, experience the right to confer judgment on any woman’s
beauty while remaining themselves unjudged.1

Women in turn believe their bodies are second-rate, God’s afterthought.
Women were created from Adam’s rib, but God breathed life directly into
Adam. This creation story helps disenfranchise women and causes them to
“offer their bodies to any male gaze that will legitimize them.”2 As I
experienced in my own focus on getting approval from boys and men, male
validation gives the female body the legitimacy God has withheld.
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The Gaze
Nancy Friday, in The Power of Beauty, calls such approval “the Gaze” – and
contends that lack of the Gaze can produce women like Anna Baptists as
well as Menno Barbies. When the gaze is offered, the results are wonderful.3

Friday highlights that “non-judgmental mirror of adoring eyes in which we
saw ourselves reflected, warmed, taken in, and rolled lovingly around” as
the foundation of self-esteem. This gaze was depicted on canvas by the early
Renaissance artists in the form of a golden beam. Painted between the eye of
the mother and the eye of the child, the beam joined their gazes. Friday
suggests the golden beam of the gaze can be compared to an “adorable feeding
tube between mother and babe.”4 She notes that “to each the other is perfect”;
physical traits are secondary here.5 “The good mother,” Friday continues,

is giving enough of her self so that the child is filled, so nour-
ished by her vision of him that he must exercise his new self,
experiment, try out his beauty and lovable qualities on others. . . .
Why would questions of being beautiful enough, lovable enough,
enter his mind? . . . The sureness of our beauty comes with the
package of unconditional love internalized in the first years of
life.6

Friday intriguingly adds, “Could Jesus have completed his selfless mission
without that reflection in his mother’s eyes? I don’t think so.”7

My mom, I believe, aimed to be a good mother. She mothered as the
church taught her to, and my standing here in reasonable health despite scars
suggests there were times she and I exchanged the gaze. Somewhere amid
the church’s teachings, the golden beam must have linked us. But I don’t
remember basking in the warm glow of the gaze. I’ve struggled to find what
Friday describes as “the Golden Beam to be stored inside, the self at rest
within the self.”8

Some of us, not experiencing the full warmth of that gaze, look to
surrogate resources to meet our ache for approval and acceptance. The feeling
I’ve often had of operating as two different persons, Anna Baptist and Menno
Barbie, seems linked with the difficulty of finding the golden beam. Anna
Baptist was affected by ignorance of the golden beauties of that beam. What
Menno Barbie felt was a nameless yearning toward the missing gold. Whether
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or not we remember feeling our mother’s gaze, most of us have to deal with
self-acceptance, approval, and feeling loved sooner or later, no matter how
we came packaged! Some of us can nurture our spiritual connections, simply
bask in God’s love, and feel at peace. Some of us on the way to self-discovery
get side-tracked and rely on props. This is where we become so in need of
validation by the male gaze.  This is where today’s set of standards for defining
happiness, success, and fun get complicated, especially for women. This is
where the beauty industry and its advertising hype and the fashion industry
sink their claws into the female psyche.

Naomi Wolf’s thesis is that the backlash to the revival of the women’s
movement in the late 1960s and 1970s replaced the exhausting demands of
homemaking with the burdens of pursuing an artificially defined and
unattainable beauty ideal. This neutralizes women politically, deflecting us
from our true goals. We’re kept depleted and feeling unworthy. Then we
have no confidence to challenge the status quo, become advocates for lower
wages, pound on glass ceilings. How ready to pursue personal and political
agendas can we be if we feel unattractive and unworthy? So we accept the
burdens of Barbie beauty – and with them such consequences as bulimia,
anorexia, obsessive awareness of body deficiencies, and spending outrageous
sums on cosmetics.9

How far the claws of such damaging understandings of beauty penetrate
us and how long we participate in this game is up to us. Here we arrive at
another turn in the journey. Although the absence of the golden beam may
have injured many of us, we can repair the damage through neither the
repressions of Anna Baptist nor the strategies of Menno Barbie. Neither
rejecting the importance of beauty nor adopting and pursuing Madison Avenue
standards of beauty will make us whole. We can fill our souls only if we
nurture other understandings of beauty. We can fill our souls only if we nurture
beauty in all its various manifestations, by uncovering it in our daily living,
and absorbing it through sensory experiences.

Beauty
So much of what I’m saying revolves around beauty, but what is beauty?
One could write a dissertation on the topic and never pin it down, so I won’t
claim to do that here. But I can at least circle around beauty, gazing at it from
various angles in search of clues.
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First some thoughts on beauty that didn’t move me. Growing up, my
ideas of types of beauty acceptable to the church had to do mainly with
flowers, nature, or Bible-related notions. “All things bright and beautiful, all
creatures great and small” always seemed to exclude people. I never could
hold onto feeling much after we finished the song. If anything affected me in
nature it was the colors of birds. The “beauty of the Scriptures” never spoke
much above a whisper to me. The “lilies of the field” story irritated and
confused me. Living “A Beautiful Life” (a favorite song) wasn’t nearly as
appealing as wanting to look beautiful.

Mostly I was drawn to the colored, printed cotton feedbags we got
delivered weekly. I lived on a farm surrounded by a big yard, flowers and
nature, but not much titillated me like the thought of the dress my mom was
going to make me out of those bags lying in wait in our feed house! For me
beauty is many things at once. Beauty is relative and can change. Beauty can
be in nature – or in feedbag fabric. Beauty is both inclusive and diverse.
Beauty includes proportion, balance, tone, shade, and shape for a generic
base. Then fuel these elements with the supernatural: beauty affects us at all
levels of our awareness and beyond, providing a high-octane exuberance for
living. Beauty can set us on fire, but the flames don’t so much devour us as
leap from a burning bush which instead of being consumed conveys holiness.
Beauty, to borrow the old Sunday school definition of a parable, is “an earthly
story with a heavenly meaning.”

Beauty has much to do with emotion and passion. Someone wrote that
beauty is the hardest drug of all. It’s an attitude. Its harmonious chords struck
between my outer and inner worlds. It’s something that wears well. Beauty
is a feast you can eat with the eyes,10 like Michelangelo’s David; a 1959
Porsche; scenery in the Emmenthal; the face of a bride, especially one’s
daughter; that princess line on Stella Alderfer’s dress I gazed at during many
a church service. Beauty is experiencing the trance two perfectly paired colors
can induce. Despite my headcovering as major accessory, beauty is how
deliciously hot I felt wearing the lavender dress I created, complete with
cummerbund and circle skirt, for my Christopher Dock Mennonite High
School baccalaureate.

Beauty is also a feast for the ears experienced through sounds that are
riveting and ethereal – Frederic Chiu playing Mendelssohn sonatas, harmonies
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in bluegrass or Palestrina, Marian Anderson’s contralto, and Ani DeFranco’s
funky “Amazing Grace.” Or the haunting off-key monotone of the great horned
owl.

Beauty enters through scent and touch as well. It’s the joining of tastes
in food, how capers and anchovies create a taste renaissance in vegetables,
or the faithful flavor of potato pie. It’s the smell of my great grandfather’s
ripe grapes on the vine.

Beauty goes on and on. It’s experiencing the stealth of a freshly steeled
boning knife. It’s a great idea. It’s finding exactly the right words for the
moment. It’s stories spun by Flaubert, or Mark Twain, or John Ruth. Beauty
is love – love in relationships and friendships, love in sharing and experiencing
the cascading sights; love found in sounds, smells, touches of beauty with
another warm body.

Words from the hymn “Worship the Lord in the Beauty of Holiness”
fly occasionally into my head and evoke visceral responses. One of them is
to reverse “holiness” and “beauty” to yield “the holiness of beauty,” the
holiness of the flames of beauty that burn but do not consume. As we each
seek the beauty we crave and can sometimes create, how do we find a holy
beauty? How do we find a beauty that nurtures us without consuming us? I
ask this often in relation to my own pursuit of beauty as a fashion designer.
The clothes to which I devote so much of my own creative energy touch only
one aspect of beauty but an important one. Clothes evolved out of the universal
need for embellishment and decoration connected to the hunger for beauty.
And clothes are physical, which relates to my main concern here with beauty
in physical appearance. Physical beauty is just one chapter in the beauty
story and a limited one at that – yet what a crucial chapter it has become for
women in our culture. How do we find an understanding of physical beauty
that does not consume us?

I hadn’t yet found a holiness of beauty, though I was searching for it in
my love of feedbag dresses. This too became a source of tensions between
Anna Baptist and Menno Barbie. To my surprise, I was selected in second
grade for a solo performance as a blue bird running about singing “Spring is
coming, spring is coming.” I was to wear a blue dress under my costume but
had forgotten to bring it the day of the performance. I had two blue dresses,
one a plain one made from cape dress leftovers and one prettier and more

in bluegrass or Palestrina, Marian Anderson’s contralto, and Ani DeFranco’s
funky “Amazing Grace.” Or the haunting off-key monotone of the great horned
owl.

Beauty enters through scent and touch as well. It’s the joining of tastes
in food, how capers and anchovies create a taste renaissance in vegetables,
or the faithful flavor of potato pie. It’s the smell of my great grandfather’s
ripe grapes on the vine.

Beauty goes on and on. It’s experiencing the stealth of a freshly steeled
boning knife. It’s a great idea. It’s finding exactly the right words for the
moment. It’s stories spun by Flaubert, or Mark Twain, or John Ruth. Beauty
is love – love in relationships and friendships, love in sharing and experiencing
the cascading sights; love found in sounds, smells, touches of beauty with
another warm body.

Words from the hymn “Worship the Lord in the Beauty of Holiness”
fly occasionally into my head and evoke visceral responses. One of them is
to reverse “holiness” and “beauty” to yield “the holiness of beauty,” the
holiness of the flames of beauty that burn but do not consume. As we each
seek the beauty we crave and can sometimes create, how do we find a holy
beauty? How do we find a beauty that nurtures us without consuming us? I
ask this often in relation to my own pursuit of beauty as a fashion designer.
The clothes to which I devote so much of my own creative energy touch only
one aspect of beauty but an important one. Clothes evolved out of the universal
need for embellishment and decoration connected to the hunger for beauty.
And clothes are physical, which relates to my main concern here with beauty
in physical appearance. Physical beauty is just one chapter in the beauty
story and a limited one at that – yet what a crucial chapter it has become for
women in our culture. How do we find an understanding of physical beauty
that does not consume us?

I hadn’t yet found a holiness of beauty, though I was searching for it in
my love of feedbag dresses. This too became a source of tensions between
Anna Baptist and Menno Barbie. To my surprise, I was selected in second
grade for a solo performance as a blue bird running about singing “Spring is
coming, spring is coming.” I was to wear a blue dress under my costume but
had forgotten to bring it the day of the performance. I had two blue dresses,
one a plain one made from cape dress leftovers and one prettier and more



105Anna Baptist to Anna Beautiful 105Anna Baptist to Anna Beautiful

fashionable. I made clear to Mom that I wanted the prettier one and confided
to the teacher how much I loved it. Mom brought the plain one.

Why? My theory is that she consciously or unconsciously edited my
wardrobe so as not to reveal to the teacher, in the shape of the prettier dress,
her own vicarious fantasies of beautiful and frivolous dresses. But if my
theory is correct and points to conflicts in my mother’s own feelings about
dress, it also explains how my mother became for me a source of underground
creative and fashion sensibility. I guess she was the training ground for my
two-track solution, in which I subversively worked at turning Anna Baptist
into Menno Barbie.

I used to muse about why my feedbag dress styles were often more
interesting that those of other Mennonite girls. That this was so was confirmed
when an eighth-grader named Edna confided to my fourth-grade self that I
always had the neatest dresses. I remember the very dress that brought about
her comment: it was a pink floral princess line dress with a white Peter Pan
collar. The pattern even called for a chain belt and I had one of those too. So
there I was, making a fashion statement in a home-sewn feedbag. In this odd
and complex way I was struggling to combine my inner and outer lives as
well as my mother’s preference for Anna Baptist and her occasional
underground support of Menno Barbie. I was also, I think now, struggling
toward an understanding of beauty that would somehow make the tensions
creative.

Maybe my most significant early glimpses of a holiness of beauty
able to draw on my heritage without adopting its beauty-denying tendencies
came through my aunts. As a girl I decided none of my aunts was especially
pretty, but one thing puzzled me. Always fascinated with old photos, I’d
often pass the time in my grandmother’s parlor looking at her stash. Wedding
photos of my aunts fascinated and perplexed me. Regardless of how ordinary
they might look now and despite the plain dresses and coverings each had
worn for her wedding, in these photos my aunts always looked pretty. There
was about them a glow or an aura of beauty. An airbrush wasn’t the wand
that had waved. Truly for that one day they had been somehow transformed.
It seemed to me the magic happened only when you were dressed as a bride.

Already then I had been exposed to the basic component of a bona
fide and holy beauty, but the loveliness passed right by me. I couldn’t
understand until later that my aunts’ beauty was being kindled inside by the
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creative and fashion sensibility. I guess she was the training ground for my
two-track solution, in which I subversively worked at turning Anna Baptist
into Menno Barbie.

I used to muse about why my feedbag dress styles were often more
interesting that those of other Mennonite girls. That this was so was confirmed
when an eighth-grader named Edna confided to my fourth-grade self that I
always had the neatest dresses. I remember the very dress that brought about
her comment: it was a pink floral princess line dress with a white Peter Pan
collar. The pattern even called for a chain belt and I had one of those too. So
there I was, making a fashion statement in a home-sewn feedbag. In this odd
and complex way I was struggling to combine my inner and outer lives as
well as my mother’s preference for Anna Baptist and her occasional
underground support of Menno Barbie. I was also, I think now, struggling
toward an understanding of beauty that would somehow make the tensions
creative.

Maybe my most significant early glimpses of a holiness of beauty
able to draw on my heritage without adopting its beauty-denying tendencies
came through my aunts. As a girl I decided none of my aunts was especially
pretty, but one thing puzzled me. Always fascinated with old photos, I’d
often pass the time in my grandmother’s parlor looking at her stash. Wedding
photos of my aunts fascinated and perplexed me. Regardless of how ordinary
they might look now and despite the plain dresses and coverings each had
worn for her wedding, in these photos my aunts always looked pretty. There
was about them a glow or an aura of beauty. An airbrush wasn’t the wand
that had waved. Truly for that one day they had been somehow transformed.
It seemed to me the magic happened only when you were dressed as a bride.

Already then I had been exposed to the basic component of a bona
fide and holy beauty, but the loveliness passed right by me. I couldn’t
understand until later that my aunts’ beauty was being kindled inside by the
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love they were experiencing this special day, by the total acceptance of who
they were. “You will discover that personal beauty is not about prettiness,
but about allowing yourself to be who you are,” say Carla Mason Mathis and
Helen Villa Conner in Triumph of Individual Style.11 Though they didn’t seem
fully to know how to sustain it, value it, and intentionally pass it on, these
women had inherited a wholesome approach to beauty. What they had learned,
even if they were only able fully to express it on that one day, was how to
become a woman other than Anna Baptist or Menno Barbie. I’ll call her
Anna Beautiful.

Anna Beautiful

Who is Anna Beautiful? As I glimpsed through my aunts, she is the woman
who knows how to deal with appearance in a healthy, natural fashion. Be-
cause so few of us have become skilled naturally and unselfconsciously in
the language of such beauty, many of us who want to become Anna Beautiful
must learn about her beauty much as if it were a second language. As she
becomes practiced in this new language of beauty, Anna Beautiful begins to
discern what her personal brand is and where it lies. She experiences her
unique dialect or accent. Then as she defines her beauty through speaking its
language, it emerges as an alternative way to communicate even while she
uses the same old set of body parts she originally inherited.

Like a second language, beauty for Anna Beautiful wears into a second
nature. It becomes part of Anna Beautiful rather than some disposable quality
defined by the gaze of others. We women aiming to be her are bombarded
with unrealistic artificial standards that ain’t gonna change much. We need
to develop a way of operating over, around, and above the mythologies that
distort our quest to be her.

Anna Beautiful has examined her ideas about beauty. She has
confronted the experience of feeling powerless against the tyrannies that
loom over her when standards are set not by her but by others. Though she
still values and enjoys the approving looks of men, she experiences this
approval as gift, not necessity. She has come to understand what Ingrid Sischy
writing in What Is Beauty? means when she says, “Hasn’t every female felt
some pressure to be beautiful in a conventional way and experienced a sense
of inadequacy because she didn’t live up to some artificial ideal?”12
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Jan Lemming, publisher of About Women and Marketing, describes
the thinking behind the creation of women’s versions of personal-care
products. This marketing exploits women’s fears of not being feminine
enough. Women know they’re judged by their looks; they’re afraid if they
don’t use certain products they won’t be as appealing.13 Anna Beautiful has
seen through and moved beyond such marketing ploys. Carolyn Hillman has
met her. In Love Your Looks, Hillman debunks the idea that beauty brings
happiness. She writes that

in the job market and place of employment . . . the reality is that
while being attractive is generally an asset for men, it often works
against a woman because attractive women are generally assumed
to be feminine and therefore, ipso facto, passive, dependent,
emotional, and less competent. . . .14

Summarizing her chapter on “Ugly Myths, Beautiful You,” Hillman says
that “What ultimately holds true is that the better a woman’s self-esteem, the
more likely she is to find a satisfying relationship. . . .”15 Furthermore, “the
more she likes her looks, no matter how close or far they are from the beauty
ideal, the better her self-esteem is likely to be.”16

Hillman also mentions interesting findings related to facial
attractiveness and marital satisfaction. Researchers looked at women’s college
yearbook photographs and interviewed the same women in midlife. They
found that “in each of the instances in which a relationship between
attractiveness and satisfaction was found, the more attractive a women was
judged to be from her college photos, the less happy and the less well-adjusted
to her current life she was.”17

Intriguingly and maybe not surprisingly, the research found for men
no comparable relationship between attractiveness and satisfaction. “Imagine
what would happen,” Hillman comments, “if women suddenly put no more
effort into looking good than men do – that is, if we continued to care about
how we look, but put it more in proportion, and less on the front burner. . . .”
She rightly suspects that then we’d still look good, “just as men do, for a
fraction of the cost in time and money.” She predicts this would bring about
a fashion industry revolution. No longer able to extort huge sums from the
women they prod into constant dissatisfaction, they’d be “forced to make
clothes for women, as they already do for men, that are durable and practical,
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in styles that are attractive and abiding.”18

The Baule (pronounced Bough-lay) – a people of West Africa, Ivory
Coast – give an interesting twist to their view of art. It’s “beyond beauty,”
it’s “art that takes action.” In a September 28, 1997 New York Times review
of the “Baule: African Art/Western Eyes” exhibition at the Yale Art Gallery,
Holland Cotter writes that “the Baule themselves have no single word for
‘art’ as a privileged class of objects set apart for contemplation.” Instead,
“they value the work they make far less for what it looks like than for what it
can do, socially or spiritually, to assure stability or positive change within
the community.”

The Baule can help us become Anna Beautiful by shifting our focus
away from the biological aspects of beauty, important though they are, toward
seeing ourselves as works of art whose strength, energy, love, and ensuing
beauty come from within. Our beauty then becomes personified,
overshadowing the importance of our face. Then, for instance, the guy we
expect to judge us is disarmed and not focused only on whatever physical
limitations our genes may have given us!

A Baule-like understanding guides my dealing as a fashion designer
with our “physical plant” and maximizing its potential. An individual’s
physical plant – the body created in the image of God – is my canvas and I
attempt to maximize its potential by both covering (or “clothing”) and
uncovering this beauty. My aim is to help those with whom I consult draw on
their entire beings, spiritual as well as physical, to make of themselves a
work of art. I take a personal and pragmatic approach to helping people
create their own styles in the dressing room – making “fashion” into one of
the helping professions!

Holly Brubach is another woman who has met Anna Beautiful. “What
is beauty?” she asks. “Here’s as much as I know,” she answers.

It’s not nearly as rare as we’ve been led to believe. It turns up in
the most surprising places. It’s at its most sublime when it’s una-
ware of itself. It is not a function of youth or a small nose or thin
thighs. Those who live their lives in pursuit of it are doomed. It
comes in two varieties: The instant-impact type and the slow, time-
release kind. In men, it goes by the name of handsomeness, so as
not to give offense. YOU’LL KNOW IT WHEN YOU SEE IT.19
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