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This is the second of two articles pointing out how develop-
ments in scholarship and science in the past half-century
have produced information that seems to support and may
actually help clarify the Book of Mormon. During the same
period, increasingly careful study of the Book of Mormon by
Latter-day Saints has placed it in new light as an ancient
American document.

In this article we will consider another major area of
ancient American life and several smaller topics which illus-
trate this convergence.

GG

he prevailing opinion among the few
experts around 1935 about the develop-
ment of writing in the New World is
summarized by Dr. Sylvanus G. Morley,
then the dean of Mayan scholars:
“Maya writing represents one of the earliest
stages in the development of graphic systems extant
today. . . . It may well represent the earliest stage of a
formal graphic system that has come down to us.
“The Maya inscriptions treat primarily of chron-
ology, astronomy—perhaps one might better say
astrology—and religious matters. They are in no
sense records of personal glorification and self-
laudation like the inscriptions of Egypt, Assyria, and
Babylonia. They tell no story of kingly conquests, re-
count no deeds of imperial achievement; they neither
praise nor exalt, glorify nor aggrandize, indeed they
are so utterly impersonal . . . that it is even probable
that the name-glyphs of specific men and women
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By John L. Sorenson

were never recorded upon the Maya monuments.”!
That surely doesn’t sound anything like what we
have in the Book of Mormon.

By the 1970s, however, a great change in scholarly
opinion had taken place. Michael Coe now refers
scathingly to the “very odd notion” which had been
standard in Morley’s time that the Mayan inscrip-
tions were little more than “chronological hocus-
pocus.” The shift began in 1958 with the work of
Heinrich Berlin, who showed, as Coe puts it, that
“Maya reliefs and the texts which accompany them
are historical records having to do not with occult,
theocratic matters, but with the everyday, hurly-

| burly politics of primitive states with warlike rulers
.| hellbent on including other Maya states within their

sphere of influence.”* The new view makes the Maya

“sound very much like other early civilizations in the
world, with their stories of conquests, humbling of
captives, royal marriages, and royal descent.”* It also
makes them sound much more like the Nephites and
Lamanites.

To scholars, the scripture looked dubious for a
while on another point as well. Moroni claimed that
“the characters which are called among us the re-
formed Egyptian” had been “handed down and al-
tered by us, according to our manner of speech.” (See
Morm. 9:32.) Those “characters” must, then, have
had a phonetic element—they represented sounds
to an extent. Yet leading experts like Morley,
Thompson, and Barthel were insisting that only
trivial phonetic features were built into the Mayan
glyphs.* Soviet scholar, Yuri Knorosov led the way to
correcting that error.” Today it is generally acknowl-
edged that “the Maya system had a strong phonetic-
syllabic component,” much like Moroni’s description
of the Nephite system.
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Photos from The Sculpture of Palenque, Vol. 1 by Merle Greene Robértson. Copyright © 1983 by Princeton University Press. Reprinted by permission.

(Opposite) Magnificent sarcophagus cover from the tomb of Pacal, king of Palenque, in the
foothill country of northern Chiapas, Mexico, on the southwest frontier of ancient Maya culture.
Carved in shallow relief, this solid limestone block measuring more than 12 feet long and 7 feet
wide depicts the deceased ruler’s descent into the underworld, from which he will be reborn as a
god.

It remains true, of course, that Mesoamerican
writing includes many ideographic signs (standing
for entire concepts or words without regard to
sounds). A single sign may have several meanings,
clarified only by context and experience on the part of
the reader. “It is the understanding of these which
takes the longest time and greatest patience.”” Once
more Moroni is echoed, for he bemoaned the fact that
Nephite scribes were not “mighty in writing.” They
could “write but little, because of the awkwardness of
their hands.” They found themselves to “stumble be-
cause of the placing of our words.” (See Ether
12:22-25.) Mormon, too, lamented their writing sys-
tem, saying that “there are many things which, ac-
cording to our language, we are not able to write.”
(See 3 Ne. 5:18, ftnte 8.) . E. S. Thompson makes the
same point about Mayan writing: “Both space consid-
erations and ritualistic associations militated against
precision in writing; . . . the reader had to have a
good background of mythology and folklore to com-
prehend the texts,”” and even then the readings
could be ambiguous.

The Mayan hieroglyphic writing is singled out
here for two reasons: it is the best known, and it
dates to the late Book of Mormon period. The Mayan-
speaking inhabitants of the Yucatan Peninsula from
about A.D. 300 to 900 carved hundreds of inscribed
monuments out of the available limestone, and their
descendants carried on enough of the old culture that
they were able to communicate useful information to

(Above) These three glyphs from the edge of the sarcophagus cover record the date of the king's
birth: 8 Ahau, 13 Pop (.. 603). Pacal's long reign spanned sonie 68 years, from A.D. 615 to
683. Decipherment of glyphs such as these showed that the old idea that Mayan inscriptions were
purely an ideographic systent, with no phoneticism, was clearly mistaken.

the Spaniards about the Mayan system of thought
and writing. Only the Aztec system survived in com-
parable detail, but it was a simpler and later kind of
writing."” All together, at least fourteen glyphic writ-
ing systems are known for Mesoamerica."' For only
three—the lowland Mayan, Aztec, and Mixtec—has
significant progress been made toward deci-
pherment. Some writing systems are identified only
by a single text." Just as with the “Anthon transcript”
left to us by Joseph Smith, no progress is likely in
understanding those texts until we have more to
work with.

We are, however, on safe ground in saying that
on the basis of finds so far many Mesoamerican cul-
tures were literate (though others were not) from
atleast 1000 B.C."” Nowhere else in the Western
Hemisphere have we good reason to believe that
writing existed prior to European discovery." We
know of fragmentary inscriptions here and there in
North and South America, but whether they repre-
sent ancient and genuine writing is in doubt. It seems
interesting, then, that the Book of Mormon tells of a
literate people residing for thousands of years in the
immediate vicinity of the “narrow neck of land,” the
same area as isthmian Mesoamerica, which is the
only place now known in the New World with a si-
milar tradition of literacy.

Another important point of which earlier scholars
were generally not aware is the structural similarity
of Mayan and Egyptian hieroglyphics. Linda M. Van
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Blerkom of the University of Colorado recently clar-
ified this by listing the six main types of signs both
share. In words countering Morley’s dated judg-
ment, she says, “Those who would place Maya hiero-
glyphs at a lower level of evolution than

the . . . systems of the Old World civilizations are
wrong.” In fact, “Maya glyphs were used in the same
six ways as those in Egyptian.”"

Another similarity between Egyptian and Mayan
writing is that both were deeply involved in, possibly
derived from, the sacred aspect of life. Hodge feels
that “the magical potency of both speech and graphic
representation” helps explain the origin and lon-
gevity of glyphic writing among the Egyptians,
which they called “the words of the god.”*®
Thompson speaks of “the close relationship between
Maya hieroglyphic writing and religion, for there is
no doubt that many of the forms and perhaps the
names of hieroglyphs have religious connotations.

Morley and his peers correctly sensed the
religion-writing connection but erred in supposing
that there was little else involved. The writing system
was a vehicle for carrying sacred significance
throughout all aspects of civilized life—commerce,
rulership, “history,” the calendar, astronomy, and
such things as warfare, sacrifice, death, health, des-
tiny, and genealogy. They all had religious over-
tones, and they all involved writing.

Michael Coe, for instance, maintains that the
scenes portrayed on the spectacular funerary vases
from Mayan tombs come from “a long hymn which
could have been sung over the dead or dying per-
son. . . . The ultimate theme is that of the death and
resurrection of the lords of the Maya realm.” Indeed,
“it is not beyond the bounds of possibility that there
was a real Book of the Dead for the Classic Maya,
akin to the Book of the Dead of the ancient
Egyptians.”’ In fact, he says, “There must have been
thousands of such books in Classic times.” The sa-
cred book of the Quiche Maya of highland
Guatemala, the Popol Vuh, was a late version of one
of those, most likely being a transliteration of a hiero-
glyphic original.” Most Maya were aware of the
mythic pattern it represents and the ideas of death,
resurrection, creation, and fate communicated by
such books. The Mayan version, however, was only
the best preserved one. Other Mesoamerican cultures
had parallel beliefs and practices. “There was a
single, unified body of thought in Mesoamerica . . .
which we would call a Mesoamerican religion, *29
Coe asserts.

Mainly the priests had access to that religion in its
full sense. Only they had the opportunity to master
the complex language necessary to penetrate the reli-
gious scheme, and “the Maya writing seems to be
imbedded in a sort of priest language.” One had to be
laboriously instructed regarding “the richness of
metaphors and the techniques of paraphrasing and
cover names.”?' A knowledge of this system “was
nothing less than a criterion for the right to inherit
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one of the positions of leadership,” for priests were
rulers or vice versa.”

Complexity of literary style was one of the reasons
the hieroglyphic writing systems were so difficult to
master. Fifty years ago, of course, nobody under-
stood much about style in Mayan texts. But by 1950,
J. Eric Thompson could say:

“There are close parallels in Maya transcriptions
of the colonial period, and, I am convinced, in the
hieroglyphic texts themselves to the verses of the
Psalms, and the poetry of Job.”

Both, he noted, “have an antiphonal arrangement
in which the second line of a verse answers or repeats
a variant of the first.” (Examples are in Lamentations
3:3 and Jeremiah 51:38.) The same pattern occurs in
the Yucatec-language documents of the sixteenth
century including the Chilam Balams of Chumayel
and of Tizimin; a prayer by a Lacandon Maya Indian
recorded in 1907 shows the same form. Of this lan-
guage Sir Eric says, “Note the rhythm of the lines, the
free use of lambs, and the antiphonal character of
every line.” This “blank verse of high quality . . .
playing on the sounds of words” uses not rhyming
but something closer to punning.”

Munro Edmonson of Tulane University is still
more pointed: “The Popol Vuh is in poetry, and can-
not be accurately understood in prose. It is entirely
composed in parallelistic . . . couplets.” This form, as
well as the nature of roots in the Mayan languages,
contributes to the difficulty in getting unambiguous
meaning out of the texts. Thus, “Often a dozen or
more quite disparate meanings may legitimately be
proposed for a particular monosyllabic root.”*
Edmonson also comments on the use of Psalm-like
parallelism where two successive lines which must
share key words were closely linked in meaning and
sometimes involved puns or word play not translat-
able to English.

All this is reminiscent of the Hebrew language’s
forms, semantics, and textual style. It would be fool-
hardy to say that what we see in the one language
derives directly from the other, but Mayan would
have been very congenial to the stylistic concepts and
forms which Hebrew speakers in a Mayan context
would have wished to use. ;

These points about style naturally make one think
of chiasmus, the striking literary form widely found
in the Book of Mormon and in ancient Near Eastern
and Mediterranean texts.” Chiasmus is an inverted
type of parallelism. A direct parallelism is such as
Proverbs 15:1: “A soft answer turneth away wrath:
But grievous words stir up anger.” This near one-to-
one relationship between concepts in the two lines is
turned about in chiasmus so that the second line fol-
lows reverse order: “For my thoughts are not your
thoughts, Neither are your ways my ways, saith the
Lord.” (Isa. 55:8.) Extremely complex chiasms are
known, some in the Book of Mormon which extend
throughout texts thousands of words in length and
are unrecognizable except upon very detailed
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analysis.” [ asked Thompson ten years ago whether
chiasmus was to be found in Mayan literature, but he
confessed he had never heard of the idea. When I
described the form, he expressed interest and sug-
gested that certain short passages in the Chilam
Balam texts might indeed be chiasms. Some other
potential chiastic examples in Mesoamerican texts
and art deserve further study along with the
Yucatec.”

The word play or punning of Mayan (and other
Mesoamerican languages) is paralleled in Semitic lan-
guages and in Egyptian. Carleton Hodge observes
that “the structure of a Semitic language makes pos-
sible a kind of pun which can be developed in a pe-
culiar and subtle way.” Indo-European and many
other languages do not allow this type of word play.
He thinks Egyptian hieroglyphics mlght have devel-
oped in part as a result of this tendency.*

All this resonates remarkably with what the Book
of Mormon indicates. King Benjamin “caused that
[his sons] should be taught in all the language of his
fathers, that thereby they might become men of un-
derstanding.” (Mosiah 1:2.) The king’s concern was
that his sons command the esoteric language by
which their ancestral records, containing “the mys-
teries of God” (Mosiah 1:3), could be read.

In Yucatan at the Conquest, knowledge of hiero-
glyphic writing was a possession only of the priests,
the sons of priests, some of “the principal lords,” and
“the younger sons of the lords.”? Benjamin was do-

“ing his duty as a proper royal father in having his
sons taught. Note also that Zeniff was so proud of
possessing this literacy that he inserted a statement
about it at the very beginning of his record in Mosiah
9:1, where it made little sense. This language so labo-
riously mastered consisted of both the “characters
which are called among [the Nephites] the reformed
Egyptian” and the semantic equipment to interpret
them, thatis, “the learning of the Jews.” (Morm. 9:32;
1 Ne. 1:2.) The investment of time necessary to con-
trol the complex system meant that the well-off, who
had the leisure for study, could increase “their
chances for learning,” while others were “ignorant
because of their poverty.” (3 Ne. 6:12.)

Another area of agreement between Meso-
american and Book of Mormon writing is the adapt-
ability of characters to serve more than one language.
Although there was a sound-connected element, as
pointed out earlier, culturally related peoples could
adapt the system either by memorizing the phonetic
determinatives or by substituting new ones. Obvi-
ously, Egyptian itself over the course of thousands of
years of use required modifications to reflect new
pronunciations and vocabulary, and the signs used in
Mormon and Moroni’s day would not have been
termed “reformed” Egyptian had those not been fur-
ther changed from what was considered Egyptian in
Nephi's day.

When changed enough, it would be no surprise
that, as Moroni said, “none other people knoweth

Early, experts felt that Mayan writing, dating from late in the
Book of Mormon period, was “one of the earliest stages in the
development of graphic systems” in the New World; yet the
Book of Mormon tells of literate people residing for thousands
of years in the immediate vicinity of the “narrow neck of land.”
We are now on safe ground in saying that on the basis of finds
so0 far, many Mesoamerican cultures were literate from at least
1000 B.c. Another important point of which earlier scholars were
generally not aware is the structural similarity of Mayan and

~ Egyptian hieroglyphics. > \
t l '
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(Above) This cylinder seal from the Olmec period,
discovered near Mexico City in 1948, may represent
the earliest, yet most advanced, writing known from
Mesoamerica. Some of its symbols, which resemble
characters in the Anthon Transcript, are known in Old

World scripts. (Right) Olmec cylinder from Chiapa de Cur’o,
central Chiapas, Mexico. One authority, Prof. William F.
Albright, identified “several clearly recognizable Egyptian
hieroglyphs” on this seal.

our language.” (Morm. 9:34.) The glyphic system
would have been changed in another direction when
“the language of Nephi” was “taught among all the
people of the Lamanites” in the days of Alma. By
learning characters or glyphs, the Lamanites could
communicate across local differences in speech, al-
lowing them to “trade one with another.” (Mosiah
24:4,7.) Merchants could then conduct their business
through the written lingua franca in any area. No
other reason seems to explain why learning “the lan-
guage of Nephi” could have stimulated trade and
prosperity. Mayan glyphic writing served in just this
manner, being generally readable wherever the score
or more languages of the Mayan family were spoken,
and perhaps even beyond.

The abundance of records in Book of Mormon
times is.often mentioned (e.g., Hel. 3:15; 3 Ne. 5:9).
Most of them would, naturally, have been on the
cheap and convenient material, paper. Those scrip-
tures burned when the believers in Ammonihah were
cast into the fire (see Alma 14:8) almost surely were of
paper. Most records in Mesoamerica were on bark
paper, folded screen fashion to form a book.* From
the Mayan area only three of these Codlces of certain
pre-Columbian date have survived.” Glyphs were
placed in vertical columns on the “pages.” The
Mayan inscriptions had double columns, each char-
acter being read with its adjacent neighbor and pro-
ceeding by pairs from top to bottom. Before about the
time of Christ only single columns were used.
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(Right) A facsimile of the Codex
Borgia, which was discovered in central
Mexicoand reports dynastic events
and conquests going back as early as
AD. 700. It is a folded deer-skin

“book” identical in form to the codices
of the Maya, which were written on
paper made from the pounded bark of
wild fig trees, which was then covered
with lime plaster and painted in
multicolors with both figures and
hieroglyphs.
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Note that the “Anthon transcript,” made public in
1980 as a copy made by Joseph Smith of characters
from the plates of the Book of Mormon, has single
columns, in agreement with the older, pre-Christian
age of “the language of Nephi” in which the Book of
Mormon was kept.” Not surprisingly, Professor
Charles Anthon, to whom Martin Harris showed the
Joseph Smith copy in 1828, based on what little infor-
mation was then available to him, likened what he
saw to “the Mexican calendar.” *

More could be written about other aspects of the
uses of records, particular characters, scribes, and so
on, but it should be evident by now that in recent
decades our knowledge of Mesoamerican writing has
been revolutionized in many ways. Using this new
information, we are able to see new meanings in
Book of Mormon statements concerning writing and
books. We should expect many more changes,
changes which increasingly bring scriptural and
scholarly information toward agreement.

~ ASIGNIFICAN

ther major topics—political struc-
ture, settlement forms, trade, secret
societies—could now occupy our at-
tention, but perhaps more valuable
will be a demonstration of the wide
range of topics on which new light is being shed

these days. This sampler of new developments will
underline the fact that what some people—even fa-
mous people—thought they knew about early
American civilization in relation to the Book of
Mormon wasn'’t necessarily so.

Latter-day Saint writers have in the past com-
pared the “highways” and “roads” mentioned in
3 Nephi (6:8; 8:13) to the lime-surfaced causeways
(sacbes), on the Yucatan Peninsula. The ones identi-
fied as late as twenty years ago were nearly all con-
centrated in that restricted area and seemed to date
well after Book of Mormon days. Recent studies,
however, show that road-building has a long history
and occurred from one end of Mesoamerica to the
other.

The earliest causeway known at this time is in
Komchen, in extreme northern Yucatan. E. Willys
Andrews V and his colleagues from Tulane University
date one of them from around 300 B.c.* At Cerros in
Belize (formerly British Honduras) another was in
use between 50 B.c. and A.D. 150.% Later roads were
built at La Quemada in the state of Zacatecas,

Mexico, at the extreme northern limit of Meso-
america.* Others were at Xochicalco, just south of
Mexico City, where three kilometers of paved roads
exist,” and at Monte Alban.* Many of the reported
thoroughfares are modest local affairs, yet in Yucatan
there is a single stretch about one hundred kilometers
long.* Clearly, current knowledge about the dates
and nature of road building is not inconsistent with
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the idea that “level roads” existed which were
“spoiled” at the time of Christ’s death. (3 Ne. 8:13.)

Latter-day Saints have long paid special attention
to “cement” in ancient America. Presumably some
expert once claimed that there was none. However,
nobody in the last two generations of scholars would
have said that. Throughout Mesoamerica con-
struction using concrete of various compositions was
widespread and long-lasting. What is now especially
interesting is not the mere presence of the substance
but the relative sophistication exhibited in using it. At
El Tajin near the Gulf Coast east of Mexico City, for
example, roofs were made of single slabs of concrete
covering spans up to seventy-five meters square. The
composition in this case was ground seashells plus
sand with crushed pumice or fragments of pottery
mixed in. It was poured into prepared wooden
forms. Sometimes the builders filled a room with
stones and mud, smoothed the surface on top to re-
ceive the concrete, then removed the interior fill
when the floor on top had dried.* Although the Tajin
remains date after Book of Mormon times, we know
genuine concrete was already in use before the time
of Christ.*

Animals referred to in the Book of Mormon
present a complex question. For one thing, the names
translated in English as horse, cattle, goat, and so
forth, do not necessarily refer to the species which
spring to our minds upon reading those terms. Ani-
mal naming practices among new settlers worldwide

warn us against such oversimplification. For ex-
ample, the Nephites discovered both “the goat” and
the “wild goat” on the land they first settled (1 Ne.
18:25), so “wild” likely does not mean what we at first
suppose, for the text indicates that both creatures
were found apparently untamed in the forest. Clearly
we are unsafe in assuming that the creatures in-
volved in the record here are identical to those ani-
mals we think of as goats.

The semantics of animal (and plant) labels is a
problem in interpreting all texts of another age. Even
a description only four hundred years old—that of
Diego de Landa about the Yucatan Peninsula—makes
statements which natural scientists cannot clarify to-
day. Transferring linguistic labels and knowledge
from one culture to another is fraught with problems.
Thus, the Spaniards referred to the American bison
(our “buffalo”) as a cow; the Delaware Indians called
the European cow by their name for deer; and the
Miamis labeled our sheep “looks-like-a-cow.” Mean-
while, the Mayan lowlanders whimsically termed the
Spanish sheep taman, which roughly translates as
“cotton you can eat.” Bishop Landa considered the
brocket deer of Yucatan a “kind of little wild goat.”
He also noted that the tapir had the size of a mule but
a hoof like an ox, yet a Spanish name given to it
translates as “once-an-ass”!* We see that terminology
is a complex puzzle which has to be carefully
unravelled.

Using scientific and historical evidence to
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Latter-day Samt writers have in the past compared the
“highways” and “roads” mentioned in the Book of Mormon to
the lime-surfaced causeways on the Yucatan Peninsula. Yet the
ones identified as late as twenty years ago were nearly all con-
centrated in that restricted area and seemed to date well after
Book of Mormon days. Recent studies, however, show that
road-building has a long history and occurred from one end of
- Mesoamerica to the other. In Yucatan there is a smgle stretch of
~ road about one hundred kllometers long

(Above) Aerial view of a section of an
ancient causeway (sacbe) connecting
the sites of Coba and Yaxuna, in
northeastern Yucatan, Mexico. This
road is 10 meters wide throughout its
100 kilometer length, illustrating the
tremendous investment in labor such
highways represented. (Left) Map
shows an extensive network of
stone-paved roads, still visible today,
Joining the central plaza of Coba with
nearby sites.

establish which animals were actually present in pre-
Columbian Mesoamerica gives several possibilities
for each of the animals mentioned in the Book of
Mormon. For example, an animal potentially in the
“cattle” category is the deer; observers with Cortez’s
exploring party observed semi-domesticated herds of
deer in Maya country,® and a tribe in El Salvador was
reported to herd them routinely. Other evidence in-
dicates that the alpaca, a South American animal re-
lated to the camel, may have been present in
southern Mexico, and figurines of llamas bearing
pack burdens have been unearthed as far north as
Costa Rica. Figurines showing humans riding on ani-
mals, one unmistakably a deer, have been found in
Mexico and Guatemala.* Perhaps, then, the deer
could have been called “horse.”

Taken together, the clues available make it diffi-
cult to accept the view of conventional experts that
Mesoamerican peoples in pre-Columbian times had
little interest in and made rare use of animals beyond
hunting them.® Not every statement about animals
made in the Book of Mormon yet fits scholarly find-
ings, but the two pictures have come much closer in
the last couple of decades. More research will proba-
bly indicate plausible resolutions of the remaining
matters.

Some of the cultivated plants spoken of in the
Book of Mormon have been missing in the inven-
tories of pre-Columbian flora, to the dismay of some
readers of the scripture (and the glee of critics). How-
ever, our knowledge of ancient cultivated crops is
still incomplete because of how little archaeology has
actually been done. (It would be optimistic to sup-
pose that our sample of excavated material has
reached .001 percent of what could be dug up, and
much of the work has been of doubtful quality.) Just
last year “domesticated barley, the first ever found in
the New World,” came out of digging in southern
Arizona.” This is particularly interesting since the
Book of Mormon refers to barley in relation to
Nephite money standards as though it was in com-
mon use. (See Alma 11:7, 15.) This example should
communicate a message of caution to the intelligent
reader and expert alike: both “facts” and interpreta-
tions change; what is absent today in the historical/
archaeological record may be supplied by tomorrow’s
research.

That same message was recently sent by two
other archaeologists working in South America who
discovered plants that were “not supposed to be
there.” Terence Grieder and Alberto Bueno Mendoza
reported finding remains of mango fruit and banana
leaves in a pre-Columbian site in Peru. Another arch-
aeologist asserted in print that they “couldn’t have
found” such materials, for those plants did not reach
the New World until the Europeans brought them.
The excavators’ response confirmed their findings
and noted with a bit of exasperation, “If we can only
find what is already known, we can avoid the bother
of excavating.”¥ One wonders what new materials




we might find if the sample of excavated materials
rose to even double what it now is.

It is not just more digging which produces signifi-
cant new information. Linda Schele has been a leader
in recent work toward deciphering more of the Maya
glyphs, with special concern for the inscriptions at
spectacular Palenque in southern Mexico. Dramatic
new information has been produced:

One thing Schele has worked out is the probable
periods of reign for Palenque’s rulers. The one in
power from around A.D. 600 to 670 seems to have
been named Pacal the Great; Chan-Bahlum followed
for a thirty-year reign; and later, Kuk was in charge
for forty years. Schele asserts that “in fact, long-lived
rulers seem to be the rule rather than the exception in
Maya dynastic records.”*® Those durations seem
unrealistically long to some people. Physical
anthropologists who have examined bones recovered
from the “royal” tombs at the site (which are notably
Egyptian-like, by the way*’) believe they are from
younger men.

So a paradox results—the facts from the bones
differ from the facts in the writings. We can’t settle
the matter yet. Similarly, some critics of the Book of
Mormon have found the ages and lengths of reign
attributed to the Jaredite rulers incredible. The Book
of Mormon, then, joins the Mayan inscriptions in giv-
ing information on which science and history have
not yet reached a verdict. The important thing is that

_the Jaredite account is made more believable because
it is similar to other ancient writings.

When we delve into the data on a host of other
topics, we discover point after point at which the
Book of Mormon increasingly agrees with what is
now known by the experts on Mesoamerica, not only
in the broad picture but even, occasionally, in neat
little details. “Sheum,” the untranslated name of
some crop among the people of Zeniff (Mosiah 9:9)
has finally been recognized, after 140 years of ob-
scurity, as an Akkadian (Babylonian) word for barley,
se’um (interestingly, in this form it belongs in the
third millennium B.C. when the Jaredites departed
from Mesopotamia, rather than in any later era).” A
Mayan word for gold, naab, echoes Egyptian noub
with the same meaning; Zoquean hamatin, copper, is
suggestive of Egyptian hmty, copper. Alma and
Samuel prophesy of critical events at the end of
cyclical periods, including a four hundred “year”
period, as did prophets among the Maya.”' And on
and on it goes.

have said repeatedly that the correspon-
dences in geography, history, and cultural
patterns—Ilarge scale or micro-scale—
between Mesoamerican cultures and the
Book of Mormon peoples do not “prove”
anything conclusively. Still, the fact that large numbers

of such correspondences exist ought to register in the
minds of truth-loving people. With this in mind, it is
clearly misleading for a scholar—one of our own—
to imply that there is no “important archaeological
evidence” to support the Book of Mormon story “of
Indian origins, ”52 or for another to find it amusing to -
think that anyone would seriously try to compare the
Book of Mormon with objective facts of historical
importance.”

Up-to-date, informed people ought not to make
such out-dated statements. Nor should archaeologists
unprepared in the appropriate materials editorialize
off the tops of their heads about the historicity
of the Book of Mormon. The demonstrated
congruence of Book of Mormon patterns with a vast
amount of data on Mesoamerica, even without con-
sidering its agreement with Old World patterns, re-
ally ought to silence would-be commentators until
they have carefully investigated what is now a com-
plex body of information. And those who do inves-
tigate and discuss the subject should only do so when
they follow sound methodology.

Carefully compared with the facts from external
sources, the Book of Mormon is impressive, in my
view, though most of the task still remains to be
done. Yet the book itself stands above and indepen-
dent of whatever academic studies of it may show.
Neither critics nor apologists change history; they can
only provide commentary on a reality more profoundly
influential than anything they may say about it.

That the Mesoamerican experts in the first third of
this century should have been poorly informed and
seriously mistaken about civilization in the area need
not surprise us. They did the best they could with the
information available to them, but it was limited. To-
day, too, the best informed scholars are bound to be
mistaken, in the long run, on important topics about
ancient America. The best defense against this dis-
ability is an open mind.

Mesoamerican archaeologists were recently taken
to task by one of their number for “a determined and
often defiant adherence to assumptions that were no
longer tenable. . . . New discoveries . . . wreak
havoc with old hypotheses. Nonetheless, the hy-
potheses were presented as theories and defended
fiercely, to the detriment of . . . scientific knowledge
of the inhabitants of prehispanic Mesoamerica.” So
says Dr. Judith Ann Remington.* The archaeologists
now at the top of the Establishment heap, she com-
plains, have considered novel explanations—ideas
at variance with their own orthodoxy—as
“speculations . . . dangerously close to talking about
the mystical properties of pyramids, the advent of
alien cosmonauts, or the search for the lost tribes of
Israel.””® She believes a new generation of Meso-
american specialists is coming on the scene less hide-
bound and less worried that unconventional ideas
might “disrupt the entire field of Mesoamerican re-
search,” as one of the famous men put it, and more
concerned with simply finding truth. We Latter-day
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* Perhaps, then, the deer

“horse.” 1

‘Evidence from pre-
Columbian Mesoamerica
suggests several possibilities
for each of the animals men-

 tioned in the Book of
- Mormon. For example,
~ Cortez's exploring party ob-
~ served semi-domesticated
herds of deer in Maya coun-
try, and a tribe in El Salvador

was reported to herd them
routinely. Figurines
showing humans riding on
animals, one unmistakably a
deer, have been found in
Mexico and Guatemala.

could have been called

' Latter-day Saints have long
_ paid special attention to

“cement” in ancient America.
Presumably some expert
once claimed that there was
none. However, throughout
Mesoamerica, construction
using concrete of various

- compositions was wide-

spread and long-lasting. We
know genuine concrete was
in use before the

time of Christ.

(Below) This figurine of a
man riding a deer adorns the

and the central element of the
- man's headdress are missing.
From Poptun, Guatemaln.

(Above) These restored foundations at the
site of Teotihuacan, near Mexico City,
clearly illustrate sophistication in the use of
cement in ancient Mesoamerica.
(Photography courtesy of V. Garth
Norman.)

cover of an incense burner, total
height 26.5 cm. Antlers of the deer

Saints can hope that the new generation will seri-
ously consider the Book of Mormon in relation to
current archaeological findings.*

Yet we need not feel self-righteous when the
scholars are taken to task for their narrowness. Our
people have exhibited a decided tendency to substi-
tute comfortable “folk understanding” for facts on
certain subjects, particularly having to do with arch-
aeology. We must expect new facts and new interpre-
tations about the ancient Nephites and Jaredites, for )
they are bound to come. Elder B. H. Roberts taught
us wisely about this openness:

“And let me here say a word in relation to new
discoveries in our knowledge of the Book of Mormon,
and for matter of that in relation to all subjects con-
nected with the work of the Lord in the earth. We
need not follow our researches in any spirit of fear
and trembling. We desire only to ascertain the truth;
nothing but the truth will endure; and the ascertain-
ment of the truth and the proclamation of the truth in
any given case, or upon any subject, will do no harm
to the work of the Lord which is itself truth. Nor need
we be surprised if now and then we find our prede-
cessors, many of whom bear honored names and de-
serve our respect and gratitude for what they achieved
in making clear the truth, as they conceived it to be—
we need not be surprised if we sometimes find them
mistaken in their conceptions and deductions; just as
the generations who succeed us in unfolding in a
larger way some of the yet unlearned truths of the
Gospel, will find that we have had some misconcep-
tions and made some wrong deductions in our day
and time . . . 7% All which is submitted, especially to
the membership of the Church, that they may be pre-
pared to find and receive new truths both in the Book
of Mormon itself and about it. [J

'
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