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I tS 5 C rip tu re By John L. Sorenson

© MORMON

ithin the past several decades,
professional studies in American
archaeology, geography, culture, and
language have provided an enormous
amount of information of great
interest to readers and believers of the Book of Mormon—
information that earlier students of the book may not have
guessed even existed. The quality and quantity of
specialized studies relating to the Book of Mormon are so
wide and deep today that no single person can possibly keep
up on all aspects of that scholarship.

Indeed, in the past fifty years, much of what earlier
generations thought about pre-Columbian American
civilizations has been superseded. The sciences that study
ancient civilizations have undergone significant changes. In
the early decades of this century, science was still thought of
as the search for and discovery of permanent and infallible
truth. Today, scientists and philosophers admit the nature
of their enterprise requzres that they regularly reinterpret
their theories and data Karl Popper’s view of science as

“tentative forever’’* has become widely accepted. So even
though perhaps a thousand times as much information now
exists about the early cultures of America as was available
only half a century ago, nowadays the best scholars are far
less dogmatic in picturing what happened in the
pre-European New World.

Changes have also occurred in some ideas Latter-day
Saints have had of the Book of Mormon. Our faith in the
saving principles taught by the prophets from Nephi to
Moroni has not changed, if anything, it has grown. But in
considering scripture as an ancient document, the careful
student is now aware that we hgqve much more than we had

suspected. Starting with M. Wells Jakeman, Hugh Nibley,
and Sydney B. Sperry, the growing community of LDS
reseurchers began in the late 1940s to uncover some of these
details.® This change of perspective—of seeing new
possibilities—is exemplified by John W. Welch''s discovery
a mere fifteen years ago that the Near Eastern literary form
called chiasmus lay hidden in the Book of Mormon,
unrecognized by its readers for almost 140 years after its first
publication in 1830.% In recent years, other workers have
been finding unsuspected facts, patterns, and implications in
the Book of Mormon that had been overlooked in an earlier day.
Many Latter-day Saints have not had access to sources
which communicate how recent research has changed our
understanding of the Book of Mormon as an ancient
document. Many also are unaware of some rather
surprising new discoveries supporting the Book of Mormon
which have been brought about by the advanced methods of
science. The purpose of this article and the one to follow is to
sketch a few vivid examples of changes in how some
Latter-day Saint scholars view the Book of Mormon in the
light of new theories and discoveries about the past. These
articles are not intended to be an expression of official Church
teachings, but on the basis of my own research and study, I
have thought this new information to be worth consideration.

ook of Mormon archaeology has long
been a favorite interest of Latter-day
Saints. At least a modest crowd

will appear any time a lecture is
announced with both terms in the title.
Unfortunately, some writers and lecturers have not
been as well informed about the subject as they
should. Neither are critics of the Church who
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The Book of Mormon says
much about a long tradition of
written records in
Nephite-Jaredite territory. In
Mesoamerica, over a dozen
writing systems are known,
some of which extend back,
on present evidence, to at least
the beginning of the first
millennium B.C. Yet nowhere
else in all the Americas do we
presently have reliable
evidence that a genuine
system of writing and a
tradition of books existed
before the arrival of the
Europeans in the sixteenth
century.

including southern Mexico and western
Guatemala near Golfo de Tehuantepec.
Writing systems relating to this area are

system: (1) Monte Alban, Oaxaca,
Mexico—about 800 B.C.; (2) Tlatilco,
Mexico—no later than 500 B.C.;

Guatemala and Mexico—after A.. 300;
(6) Teotihuacan, Mexico—about A.p. 300;

about A.D. 650; (8) Nuine (Mixteca Baja),

Mexico—a.D. 600; (10) Cotzumalhuapa,

Ouaxaca-Guerrerro, Mexico—after A.D. 700;

and (14) Aztec, Mexico—after A.D. 1450.

-2 Photograph by David Palmer

GULE OF MEXICO

One of three surviving
Maya books, the
Dresden Codex.

(Below) Outline map of part of Mesoamerica,

geographically identified here and represent the
earliest-known manifestation of each particular

(3) Kaminaljuyu, Guatemala (Stela 10)—about
150 B.C.; (4) Central Veracruz, Mexico (Tres
Zapotes)—about 30 ..; (5) Lowland Maya,
(7) Borgia group of codices, central Mexico—

Mexico—about A.. 600; (9) Tajin, Veracruz,

Guatemala—after 4.D. 600; (11) Xochicalco,
Morelos, Mexico—about A.D. 800; (12) Mixtec,

(13) Toltec, central Mexico—about A.D. 950;

; G‘UATEMALA:

occasionally comment on the topic.

The issue is not one of intentions, beliefs, or
testimony; it is one of scholarship. To compare the
Book of Mormon with the findings of archaeology
and related fields is a scholarly, intellectual activity.
When anyone, -Latter-day Saint or not, sets out to
work in that domain, he must operate according to
the rules which govern there.

The first essential is to determine the nature of
the Book of Mormon and what parts of it can be
appropriately compared with scholarly findings.
Then we need to establish what archaeological
scientists and other scholars actually know and what
conditions limit their knowledge. Both sides of this
equation should receive careful consideration before
we can legitimately draw even the simplest
conclusions.

One problem some Latter-day Saint writers and
lecturers have had is confusing the actual text of the
Book of Mormon with the traditional interpretation of
it. For example, a commonly heard statement is that
the Book of Mormon is “the history of the American
Indians.” This statement contains a number of
unexamined assumptions—that the scripture is a
history in the common sense—a systematic,
chronological account of the main events in the past
of a nation or territory; that ““the’”” American Indians
are a unitary population; and that the approximately
one hundred pages of text containing historical and
cultural material in the scripture could conceivably
tell the entire history of a hemisphere. When
unexamined assumptions like these are made, critics
respond in kind, criticizing not the ancient text itself,
but the assumptions we have made about it.

The result has been a body of information about
the Book of Mormon troubled by irrelevant
“evidence,” undependable logic, and conflicting
conclusions. Many comparisons made by Latter-day
Saints have been ill-informed both in terms of
scriptural analysis and archaeological facts. On the
other hand, the few professional archaeologists who
have attempted such comparisons have often been
mistaken on two counts: (1) they have been naive
about the Book of Mormon itself—what it says and
what it does not say; and (2) they have not adequately
considered the archaeological details from the right
time periods and in the most likely areas of ancient
America. In fact, it has only been in the past few
years that enough research has been done to create a
reliable, plausible picture of events and
characteristics in the proper times and places.

Students of the Book of Mormon will do well to
broaden their ways of thinking about the book by
updating their facts. Some of the writings by B. H.
Roberts, one of the sharpest intellects in the Church
in his time, illustrate. In several writings, mainly
done in 1922, he attempted to compare the Book of
Mormon with a century-old romantic novel entitled
View of the Hebrews, by New England minister Ethan
Smith. Some critics had proposed that the Prophet




Joseph Smith had used Smith’s novel as the basis for
the Book of Mormon. So Elder Roberts surveyed both
View and the scholarly literature of the day on early
American peoples and cultures and compared them
to the Book of Mormon.

Unfortunately, what was then assumed to be true
about ancient American civilization has since proven
to be based on incomplete, and in some cases
inaccurate, information. In his studies, for example,
Elder Roberts used the general idea which prevailed
in his time that the Book of Mormon was a history of
the entire Western Hemisphere. It can now be seen
that on both counts (knowledge of the appropriate
scholarly material and analysis of technical aspects of
the Book of Mormon) some of his assumptions about
the Book of Mormon were faulty.

Among the criticisms of the Book of Mormon by
archaeologists, the two most widely circulated
statements (the late Robert Wauchope’s book and
Michael Coe’s article nearly a decade ago°) suffer
from similar limitations. Both of these eminent
scholars based their reactions to the Book of Mormon
on the same unfortunate assumption that the Book of
Mormon account is about events involving American
Indians throughout the entire New World. Their
conclusions were as flawed as those arrived at by
some Latter-day Saints.

It is evident that if the Book of Mormon is to be
compared as an ancient record with information from
sources external to itself, the facts must be drawn
from the appropriate times and places. For example,
it would be useless to try shedding light on the
circumstances surrounding the epistles of Paul by
treating his writings as though they had come from
Babylon at the time of the Jewish captivity. To
compare the Book of Mormon with what
archaeologists have learned about its historical
setting in ancient America, we are equally obliged, to
the extent that we can, to be clear about the wheres
and whens of its events.

SR

ome readers feel that the Book of
Mormon does not give enough
information to construct a geography.
Actually, there are numerous
geographically-related statements in the
book. When one looks carefully at these references,
together with reasonable inferences that can be made
from them, the book proves to be rich and very
consistent in its information on this subject.

A substantive discussion of geography cannot be
given in these limited pages. However, for at least the
past forty years, many students of the subject who
have studied it in depth have reached similar basic
conclusions: (1) the events reported by Nephite and
Jaredite scribes evidently covered only a limited
territory in the New World “land of promise,” and

(2) there is presently known only one location in the
Western Hemisphere that seems qualify as that
scene.®

These are very important points. For a long time,
few people seemed to see any difficulty in setting the
Book of Mormon in all of North and South America.
The geography seemed so obvious—a continent
northward and a continent southward, joined by a
narrow isthmus. Eventually, however, accepting that
view of the Book of Mormon lands became difficult in
light of new information. For example, by the early
twentieth-century, research had found that as many
as 1,500 languages had been in use in the New World
at the time of European discovery.” And new
knowledge about the process of language stability
and change made it impossible to suppose that all
those languages could have derived from the Hebrew
presumed to be the speech of the Nephites and
Lamanites. Archaeology also began revealing a
bewildering diversity of cultures, reinforcing the idea
that many groups had lived in the Americas.

As early as the turn of the century, a few Saints
began to look more carefully at what the Book of
Mormon itself said on this matter. They found
statements there indicating that the scene for Jaredite
and Nephite history was likely more limited than
they had previously supposed. Then, in 1939, the
Washburns published a detailed analysis of the
geography in the Book of Mormon based strictly on
its own statements and demonstrating the
consistency of those statements. Since the publication
of their work, An Approach to the Study of Book of
Mormon Geography, analysts of the scripture have
found still more data in the Book of Mormon's own
statements suggesting that the immediate land
covered by the book’s events was probably only
hundreds rather than thousands of miles long and
wide.?

On the basis of my own research, I conclude with
others that only one area qualifies in all
respects—Mesoamerica. This is the name given by
researchers of American civilizations to that portion
of central and southern Mexico and northern Central
America where the highest level of ancient cultural
development in the hemisphere occurred. For
example, the scripture says much about a long
tradition of written records in Nephite-Jaredite
territory. In Mesoamerica, over a dozen writing
systems are known, some of which extend back, on
present evidence, to at least the beginning of the first
millennium B.C.” Yet nowhere else in all the Americas
do we presently have reliable evidence that a genuine
system of writing and a tradition of books existed
before the arrival of the Europeans in the sixteenth
century. Also, we can identify in Mesoamerica almost
all of the kinds of geographical and cultural features
specified by the Book of Mormon—the presence (and
absence) in particular relationships of mountains,
basins, rivers, “waters,” passes, “ups,” ““downs,”
“overs,” ruined sites with dating that coincides with
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the scripture, and so forth. "

Of course, placing the Book of Mormon lands
within a limited region like Mesoamerica requires
that we take a fresh look at some of the long-standing
questions that have been of interest to Book of
Mormon readers. For example, how did the plates of
Nephi get from the final battlefield near the “narrow
neck of land”’*! to where Joseph Smith obtained them
in New York? Here the Book of Mormon sheds no
light. One obvious possibility is that Moroni himself
may have carried the records to New York during his
thirty-six years of wandering between the
extermination of the Nephites and when he last
wrote on the plates. (See Morm. 6:6; Moro. 1:1-4;
10:1.) Or he may have taken them there as a
resurrected being. We only know that, whatever the
means, in 1827 the plates were in the “hill of
considerable size’”” near young Joseph Smith’s home
at Palmyra, New York, where Moroni delivered the
sacred record to him.

In many instances, once we see the likelihood of
a limited scale for the Book of Mormon’s geography,
questions about language, culture, racial affiliations,
and other “problems” that critics have raised about
the scripture come into an entirely different
perspective.

So, focusing on data primarily from the
Mesoamerican area, let us now look at the Book of
Mormon alongside the best information available on
civilization and geography there.

THE NATURE OF THE RECORD

nother important new idea about
the Book of Mormon is that it is not a
history in the sense of the word often
used today. Rather than being a
narrative of what happened in a
particular territory, it is like the Old Testament,
primarily a family chronicle written by prophets
under the Lord’s inspiration. The Book of Mormon is
thus similar in important respects to “lineage
histories.”” This class of document provides selected
information about the origin of the group, why it was

chosen by deity, crucial events affecting its fate, the

charter on which its system of power was based, and
its relationships with other groups. A lineage
typically uses this kind of historical account to define
its own boundaries, reinforce its power, stabilize its
social structure, and otherwise clarify fo its own
members who they are.

Most historical documents, written or oral, of
ancient civilizations and tribes are of this kind.'* They
do not claim to tell comprehensively or systematically
“what happened” throughout a territory. Indeed, the
lineage may not have had exclusive control over a
land (as was the case with Abraham). Frequently they
constituted only part of a social mosaic, side by side
with similar groups, either within or outside the
formal nations which most of us consider the proper

subject of history.

The account of the patriarchal period in the Old
Testament, for example, comes from the records of a
certain lineage and thus contains primarily its key
historical happenings and the great truths that its
leaders received from God. It shows Abraham
moving out of northern Mesopotamia and into
Canaan, then Egypt—his family closely knit with
other peoples and cultures who are mainly ignored in
the record. Ur, Lot, Abimelech, Gomorrah, the ““five
kings,”” and Melchizedek are glimpsed in passing,
but they are essentially part of the scenery, almost
props on the stage to facilitate telling the account of
how and why Israel obtained its place in the
promised land.

Both the Nephite and Jaredite documents display
these elements. Moroni, the last scribe of the lineage
of Nephi, concluded and buried the record not
because there was no more history being made
around him. (See Morm. 8:1-9; Moro. 1:1-2.) Those
happenings were simply not part of his group’s
history. (Of course, there were other, more
important, reasons for finishing and sealing up the
record. See Moro. 1:4; title page.) It is apparent, then,
why Mormon’s abridgement all but ignores the
people of Zarahemla, or “Mulekites’” as we have
dubbed them, even though they were more
numerous than the Nephites. (See Mosiah 25:2-3.)
Neither did Ether give much attention to those
usurping rulers, likely from a competing lineage,
who imprisoned his ancestors and so kept them from
their place on the throne; in fact, their names aren’t
even mentioned in the Book of Ether. (See Ether
10:30-31; 11:17-19.) To the people of Jared’s lineage,
those names were not important.

In significant ways, the burden of these ancient
American records was about the fate of the central
families who kept them. Others were sometimes
mentioned, but only because they provided
necessary scenery and furniture for the primary
drama. Even centuries-long periods could be
ignored, no doubt because little happened then
which was considered crucial in determining the
destiny of the descendants of Nephi or of Jared.

 THE LIMITS OF ARCHAEOLOGY |

hus, the Book of Mormon accounts are
not talking about nations in the modern
sense. They are usually concerned with
ruling lines. But ruling lines are nearly
invisible to archaeology. And there’s |
the rub. Neither the famous Hyksos dynasty in
Bronze Age Egypt nor the much-discussed Toltec
rulers of Mexico a millennium ago can be more than
conjecturally matched with the ruins.'® The nature of
archaeological, linguistic, and historical evidence
now available on Mesoamerica makes it difficult to
identify specific groups, like a possible Nephi
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rchaeology has its own inherent

limitations which force archaeologists to
make plausible inferences based on limited,
ambiguous data. We remain largely ignorant
about much of ancient life simply because
inference takes us so far from potsherds, stone
fragments, and crumbled walls to reach beliefs,
social structures, and feelings. Since at any
given moment the archaeologists have
uncovered only a minute fraction of all the
evidences left in the ground, surprises
continually await us about what was and was
not present.

Photograph by Donald E. Miller

(Top) This photograph of an archaeological
“dig” on the Guatemala-Mexico border
shows the difficulty of turning a site into
reliable information.

(Middle) Photograph of ruins at Monte
Alban, Oaxaca, Mexico, shows what can be
the end result of archacological work. The
building in the foreground dates to around
the time of Christ, and because it contains
sighting passages aligned to critical posi-

| tions of the sun and moon, the building is
said to have been an observatory. Its real
function remains obscure.

(Bottom left) This photograph
demonstrates the exacting identification
procedures associated with archaeological
work and shows crushed contents
on the floor of a collapsed tomb at a site
near the Guatemala-Mexico border.

(Bottom right) The end result of broken
contents from sites can be a restored object
such as this two-piece effigy vessel from a
collapsed tomb in the general site of the
photograph at left.

: \mer
pnotograph BY David P2

Photograph by Donald E. Miller
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lineage, let alone individuals. This problem touches
any historical research on ancient civilizations.
Experts have not settled their disputes about the
identity of the Israelite invaders around Jericho in
Joshua’s time and earlier.'* No monument near the
Jordan says ““Israel crossed here”’; nor will a sign be
found anywhere in Egypt identifying the land of
Goshen. Instead, we are forced to look for patterns of
custom or settlement which seem to be related to
something mentioned in the scripture.

Yet an interpretation (e.g., “The new type of
pottery jars observed in this stratum must represent
the incoming Hebrews’’) does not spring from “‘the
facts”” of its own accord. Scholars make a case, a
proposition, that a certain document or tradition
agrees with the material remains. Other scholars may
not be convinced. In fact, they may attack the
hypothesis abusively. The Popol Vuh, a lineage
history from highland Guatemala, reports the
invasion of a smallish body of warriors with Mexican
cultural patterns who came to rule the land about six
hundred years ago. New Zealand Maoris claim
descent from a small number of people presumed to
have come from central Polynesia in canoes. Vaguely
confirmatory data can be used to back both traditions;
yet the evidence is slippery, and dogfights among
scholars regularly erupt on this kind of issue.

Suppose, therefore, that we are able to identify a
series of striking parallels between what the Book of
Mormon tells us about ancient life in Nephite lands
and what current research tells us of Mesoamerican
ways. We’d then be on precisely the same
ground—plausibility—as those who treat
nonscriptural historical issues.

Is plausibility an acceptable linkage between the
Book of Mormon text and the material remains?
Certainly. It is the same connection that prominent
archaeologists have been making between other texts
and their contexts for years, especially the great work
that has been done in recent years relating to biblical
history.

Archaeologists remain largely ignorant about
much of ancient life simply because inference must be
stretched so far from potsherds, stone fragments, and

.crumbled walls to reach beliefs, social structures, and

personalities. And since at any given moment the
archaeologists have uncovered only a minute fraction
of all the evidence which had been left in the ground,
surprises continually await us about what was and
was not anciently present. Even when study of the
cultural remains is supplemented with other
information—from historical linguistics, epigraphy,
biological anthropology, botanical identification—we
cannot be certain. Therefore, all interpretations of
archaeological findings should quietly be prefaced
with “so far”” and “it looks like.”

Archaeology, then, has its own inherent
limitations which force archaeologists to make
reasonable, though less than certain, inferences
based on the limited, ambiguous data they

A prime example of a topic on which expert views have
changed dramatically to be more in agreement with the Book of
Mormon is armed conflict. Until recently, the expert view of
Mesoamerica was that only peaceful societies existed in the
climactic Classic era. The big shift came in 1970 at Becan in the
Yucatan Peninsula. The center of the site is surrounded by a
ditch almost two kilometers in circumference and averaging six-
teen meters across. An expert has said, “To throw “uphill’ from
the outside is almost impossible. Defenders, possibly screened
by a palisade, could have rained long-distance missiles on
approaching enemies using spearthrowers and slings.” This
sounds almost like a paraphrase of Alma 49:18-20. More than
one hundred fortified sites are now known.

(Top) Archaeologists” conception
of the fortress at Edzna,
Campeche, Mexico.

(Bottom) Archaeologists’
projection of a reconstruction
of a section of fortifications,
defensive earthworks, at Becan,
Campeche, Mexico.




encounter. For example, Michael Coe of Yale
University tries to connect specific Aztec gods, whose
characteristics we know mainly from traditions
recorded by Spaniards in the sixteenth century, to
Olmec images from 2,500 years earlier which he
considers to represent deities with characteristics like
those of Aztec gods.'® His colleague George Kubler,
with the same information, sharply disagrees;'® but
that, too, is a matter of judgment. Meanwhile, even
in an area supposedly well known, such as ancient
Judea, interpretations vary greatly. Professor William
E. Albright two generations ago identified the site of
Tell Lachish as the city “Lachish” mentioned in the
Old Testament in relation to both the Assyrian and
Babylonian invasions. His basis for the identification
is a traditional account by Eusebius in the fourth
century A.D. wherein he logs sites and travel
distances which make the site in question a plausible
candidate for the Old Testament city. Professor
Ahlstrom of the University of Chicago has challenged
this identification. David Ussishkin of Tel Aviv
University, who has worked for years at the site,
concedes that the accepted identification is purely
circumstantial, yet in his judgment it is “highly
likely."*”

A number of researchers of the Book of Mormon
think that the great site of Kaminaljuyu, a portion of
modern Guatemala City, could qualify as the Book of
Mormon city of Nephi. Can this identification be
proven? Of course not; but in settling for plausibility
we are simply following the methods of today’s most
advanced archaeological thinking. Professor L. R.
Binford insists that in the face of “ambiguity in the
facts of the archaeological record” the archaeologist
confronted by this ambiguity “[must] prudently weigh
the possible alternatives and then reach a judgment
as to which is most likely.” In other words, plausibility
becomes the criterion for judging the truth of a
statement in archaeological terms.'®

That is all we can do. After all, science, let alone
man-made history, is “tentative forever,” Popper
assures us, adding: “Only in our subjective
experiences of conviction, in our subjective faith, can
we be ‘absolutely certain.” ’*° Science provides no
equivalent to that ““subjective faith”’; nevertheless,
there is much interest in seeing how plausible the
Nephite account now seems, in light of the last
half-century of feverish digging.

prime example of a topic on which
expert views have changed
dramatically to be more in agreement
with the Book of Mormon is armed
conflict. Until recently, the prevailing
picture of Mesoamerica was that only peaceful
societies existed in the climactic Classic era,
exemplified by the spectacular Maya and Teotihuacan

ruins dating from about A.D. 300 to 800.°

Mayan leaders were supposed to have spent their
time peacefully contemplating and worshipping a
complex set of gods, gazing at notable art, playing
philosophical games with their calendar, and
otherwise acting like ““the Greeks of the New World.”
Only after A.D. 1000 was militarism supposed to have
played a role in Mesoamerican history.

In the 1950s and 1960s a few voices—Armillas,
Rands, Palerm®'—urged that this picture must be
revised, but nobody listened. The big shift came with
the 1970 work by Tulane University at Becan in the
Yucatan Peninsula. The center of the site is
surrounded by a ditch almost two kilometers in
circumference and averaging sixteen meters across.
The makers had piled the earth to form a ridge on the
inner side of the ditch. David Webster described the
military effect of this fortification:

“To throw “uphill” from the outside is almost
impossible. Defenders, possibly screened by a
palisade, could have rained long-distance missiles on
approaching enemies using spearthrowers and
slings.””*

This sounds almost like a paraphrase of Alma
49:18-20. But the Spanish conqueror Cortez had seen
similar sorts of fortified places as he pushed through
the forests between Tabasco, Mexico, and Honduras
in the 1520s. Was Becan merely one of those late,
insignificant sites dating long after the Book of
Mormon? Webster demonstrated that the Becan ditch
and wall were constructed between about A.D. 150
and 450, encompassing the time when Mormon and
Moroni lived and fought.?

Since then a wealth of new supporting data has
emerged. More than one hundred fortified sites are
now known. Ray Matheny’s work at Edzna revealed
alarge, moated fortress dating to around the time of
Christ.** Loma Torremote in the Valley of Mexico was
a palisaded hilltop settlement by about 400 B.C.* Part
of the three kilometers of defensive walls at famous
Monte Alban dates before 200 B.C.%° The core of Los
Naranjos in western Honduras was entirely
surrounded by a big ditch sometime between 1000
and 500 B.C.*” Besides the actual sites, graphic art,
remains of weapons, and warrior figurines have been
found for many periods. So have stone walls.
(Compare Alma 48:8.)*® And the public skull-rack
(Aztec tzompantli), used at the time of the Conquest
by the Aztecs to strike fear into the hearts of potential
rebels against their military control, has now been
found in the Cuicatlan Valley of Oaxaca dating from
before the time of Christ.*

Increasingly it is apparent that war practices in

. use when the Europeans arrived go back to the very

early history of Mesoamerica. Yet as late as ten years
ago, most of the published descriptions of early life in
the area directly contradicted this view.

The intimidating effect of outdated views is
shown by a recent incident. One of my former
students wrote to me with some concern because his
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professor at an eastern university had assured him
that the bow and arrow, mentioned in several places
in the Book of Mormon, was not present in
Mesoamerica until A.D. 900. But I could assure him
that a potsherd from central Mexico has scratched on
it a sketch of a man with such a weapon. The
fragment is dated approximately eight hundred years
prior to the “recognized”” date cited by the
professor.®

The description of fortifications in Alma 48
through 3 Nephi 3, the frequent battles recorded in
the Jaredite and Nephite records, the scale of
casualties, many of the tactics and weapons
employed, the organizational pattern of the armies,
and other information on this topic disclosed in the
Book of Mormon now seem entirely plausible in
terms of recent developments in our knowledge
about Mesoamerica.

n 1560, Father Bartolome de Las Casas

estimated that forty million native Americans

had perished “unjustly and through

tyranny”’ in New Spain in the two

generations after Columbus’s discovery.>! In
the 1930s, anthropologist A. L. Kroeber calculated the
much smaller figure of 8.4 million for the total
population of the hemisphere when the Europeans
arrived.® These extremes illustrate the difficulties in
arriving at pre-European population figures.
Oftentimes, population estimates reflect the times of
the men who made them. Kroeber’s numbers can’t
help but have been affected by the pessimism of the
Great Depression which affected historians,
anthropologists, and other scholars. On the contrary,
Henry Dobyns’s assessment of the data led him in
1966 to conclude that ninety million natives
had inhabited the Americas around A.D. 1500—more
than forty million of them in Mexico and Central
America.??

Population studies are not, of course, based upon

speculation or interpretive whim. As historical and
archaeological sources are more carefully examined

-and the specialists correct each other by mutual

criticism, a better grasp of the real numbers is
emerging. William Denevan’s 1976 volume, The
Native Population of the Americas in 1492, weighed all
the arguments. His estimated total of 57 million for
the hemisphere seems fairly safe. He concluded that
Mexico and Central America had some 27 million.>*
Moreover, according to Fernando de Alva
Ixtlilxochitl, who used native documents as sources
for his post-Conquest history of central Mexico, the
“Toltecs” of the tenth century carried on wars with
forces in the millions and suffered over 5.6 million
dead.* Even discounting for possible exaggeration,
such numbers are not outside the range of the
reasonable. Neither are the 230,000 warrior casualties

attributed to the Nephites six hundred years earlier.
(See Morm. 6:10-15.)

The figures on Mesoamerican population offered
by demographers decades ago could not be
reconciled with statements in the Book of Mormon
about millions of people being destroyed in the
concluding Jaredite and Nephite wars. Now, analysis
of the data on lands occupied, ecology, settlement
sizes, war casualties, and other population-related
factors in the Book of Mormon text shows striking
consistency and realism in the reported demographic
changes. At the same time, the absolute numbers
reported in the book are of the same order of
magnitude as the figures which current research on
Mesoamerica finds acceptable.

ritics have considered specific items

mentioned in the Book of Mormon text

which have no known parallels in

ancient America as special problems.

However, both critics and apologists of
this subject have displayed inadequate knowledge of
both the scriptural statements and comparative
cultural materials of the right time and place.

For many years Mesoamerican scholars
contended that metallurgy was unknown in the area
until after the end of the Classic era around A.D. 900.
The Book of Mormon, on the other hand, indicates
that the Nephites used iron, copper, brass, steel,
gold, and silver almost from the first of their history
(2 Ne. 5:15), and the Jaredites knew gold, silver, and
other metals more than a millennium earlier.
However, new data and new interpretations again
place the Book of Mormon in a better light.

Most metal artifacts in Mesoamerica belong to the
centuries immediately preceding the Spanish
Conquest. Even then, there was no abundant metal
supply in the area, so earlier objects probably were
reused or melted down and recast. Naturally objects
of such value only rarely would have been left where
archaeologists could discover them. What early metal
objects have been found are generally small, or else
they were purposely deposited as offerings in tombs
or sacred sites. The fact that now a dozen or so pieces
of metal have been found from before A.D. 900, going
back to about 100 B.C., assures us that these people
had a knowledge of metalworking. But,
unquestionably, metal objects were relatively rare
and rather precious at all times. Patterson supposes
that the comparative rarity of metal in pre-Columbian
times had to do with the limited technology which
made mining the ore deposits difficult.>®

It is, nevertheless, puzzling that we do not find
more evidence of metallurgical skill than is
demonstrated so far in the handful of early pieces we
have found. We know that the Peruvians used simple
metal-working skills soon after 2000 B.C.* Since it is
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generally accepted that Peru and Mesoamerica were
in contact, we would be surprised if such a valuable
cultural feature as metals was not transmitted from
the former to the latter.?® Even without considering
the possibility of a transoceanic introduction of
metallurgy, the Peruvian knowledge strongly
suggests that archaeological orthodoxy on this point
has been in error, that in fact the Mesoamerican
peoples did have more knowledge of this technology
than has so far appeared.

Language studies provide support for the idea of
early metals use in Mesoamerica. For many years
linguists have been at work comparing surviving
related languages in order to reconstruct the parent-
or proto-languages. Professors Longacre and Millon
have reconstructed part of Proto-Mixtecan, spoken in
the state of Oaxaca, Mexico, and surrounding areas.
A word for metal (or at least metal bell) appears to
have been in use around 1000 B.C. according to their
data.*” Kaufman’s study of the Tzeltal-Tzotzil

The description of fortifications in Alma 48 through 3 Nephi 3,
the frequent battles recorded in the Jaredite and Nephite
records, the scale of casualties, many of the tactics and weapons
employed, the organizational pattern of the armies, and the
other information on this topic disclosed in the Book of Mormon
now seem entirely plausible in terms of recent developments in
our knowledge about Mesoamerica.

Reconstructed weapons,
a stone-hammer and a

- spear, from Central
Guatemala of unknown
date.

. Book of Mormon indicates.

languages showed that in the Mayan area another
word for metal went back to about A.D. 500; but the
same root is also found in Huastec, a Mayan language
which is thought to have broken off from the main
group around 2000 B.C.*° Campbell and Kaufman,
meanwhile, in an influential study on
Proto-Mixe-Zoquean, demonstrated rather
conclusively that this was the language central to
Olmec civilization. It, too, had a word for metal
which they felt had originated no later than 1500 B.C.*!
So historical linguistics now shows that metals
appear to have been known, and presumably used,
in the three most important language families of early
Mesoamerica well before 1000 B.C. We may have
confidence that in the future archaeologists are likely
to find metal specimens, rare though they may be, to
fill in present gaps.

Among the metals mentioned in the Book of
Mormon is ziff. (See Mosiah 11:8.) Several reasonable
Hebrew derivations of this term are possible, either
with the sense of ““shining” or “plated.” In terms of
Mesoamerican substances, perhaps tumbaga is the
most logical possibility.*? This alloy of copper and
gold was commonly produced in Colombia and
Central America but has also been found in a Mayan
site.*> Another possibility is the unique copper-tin
alloy discovered by Rubin de la Borbolla, Caley, and
Easby in western Mexico.** Or tin alone may have
been ziff. Modern metallurgical scientists tend to
believe that all alloys are now known and that
nothing new, like ziff, still remains unidentified.

A parallel case helps us appreciate that there are
still problems of physical analysis and of labeling to
be solved. Medieval Russian sources refer to a metal,
kharsini. It has only recently been tentatively
identified through careful reading of the documents
as a native substance compounded of arsenic and
antimony; scholars had earlier guessed that kharsini
must have been brass.* As in the parallel case, Caley
and Easby criticized Mesoamerican archaeologists for
their “stubborn refusal to face facts’”” about the
mining, smelting, and use of tin in pre-Columbian
times. The archaeologists had generally denied the
very presence of this metal in pre-Spanish days.*

Meanwhile, Craddock has corrected another
error about ancient metal in the Mediterranean, using
new analyses to demonstrate that brass, the
copper-zinc alloy, was actually used in Greek and
Etruscan times, around Lehi’s day. Metallic zinc may
also have been used.* The standard story for years
was that zinc and conscious alloys from it originated
only in the 1700s in Europe. That view made the
““brass plates” problematic, but now it is quite
plausible that they were made of brass, exactly as the

The point of all this is what it teaches about
“knowledge.” At this moment we do not know what
ziff is. No matter how complete metallurgists and
archaeologists feel their data now is, we can feel
assured new light will come with more study—of the
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Photograph of a gold metal object from the Cenote of Sacrifice,
Chichen Itza.

‘ F or many years Mesoamerican studies contended that metal-
lurgy was unknown in the area until after the end of the Classic

l era around A.D. 900. The Book of Mormon, on the other hand,

‘ indicates that the Nephites and Jaredites used metal. Historical

{ linguistics now show that metals appear to have been known,

‘ and presumably used, in the three most important language

families of early Mesoamerica well before 1000 B.C.

chemical composition of specimens already dug, of
finds that will surely be made in the future, of metals
terminology, and so on. For example, we would like a
more careful study on the contents of a pottery vessel
dug up at Teotihuacan, Mexico, many years ago by
the Swedish archaeologist Sigvald Linne, which dates
to about A.D. 300-400 and contains a “metallic-
looking”” mass that contained copper and iron.*® At
the same time, interested Latter-day Saints should
carefully examine the Book of Mormon text to analyze
and correlate every statement and implication about
metals. Only then can a proper comparison be done.
However, the metal-use ““problem” of the Book of
Mormon seems already to have moved a long way
toward solution.

In a broader sense, research as a continuing, open
process is the burden of this article. Neither Latter-day
Saint readers nor professional archaeologists and
their associates will be wise simply to stand still. The
Latter-day Saint reader who wishes to go beyond a
superficial treatment of the “evidences” must
develop skills and multiply the ways he can view an
ancient text. Archaeologists would do well to learn
that although a document from early times may
contain unfamiliar religious material, it may still offer

new understanding about the material remains which

concern them. For either Saints or archaeologists to

ignore the work of the other is counterproductive. A

studious attitude on both sides is the wisest course.[]
To be continued.
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