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Book of Mormon 
Peoples and History 

T
he first pan of Lhis book related 
information on Book of Mormon 
peoples and culLures co their 

Mesoamerican setting, topic by topic. 
While that approach has value in being 
systematic, it leaves issues of histo,y and 
geography in limbo. What follows wil l 
connect the Nephite srory to the 
Mesoamerican scene in terms of the 
broader copies of times and places. 

a Moron 
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Key to Numbers 
1. Waters of Riplioncum 
2. limit of Nephite retreat 
3. Shit s death; plates leh 
4. HIIIShim 
5. Narrow possoge 
6. Hogoth's ships 
7. Moroni's comp 
8. Refuge between the lond of 

Bountiful ond the land of 
Zoroheml.o (see 3 Nephi 3) 

9. Hill Onidah 
10. Hill Monti 
11. Hill Amnihu 
12. Hill Riplah 
13. Volley of Almo 
14. Missionary disperlal point 
15. Waters of Mormon 
16. Hill north of Shilom 
17. Mount Antipas 
18. Plo<e Onidoh 
19. Wilderness west of the land 

of Zorohemlo 
Wilderness west of the lond 
of Nephi 
Lamonill king's lond 
Land of firs! Inheritance 
Wilderness (see Alma 43:22) 
Mountain poss 
Hogoth's destination 0) 
Wilderness of Herrnounl1 

C Land, no city mentioned 
River tributaries illustrative only 

Mormon's Map 
in Relation to 
Mesoamerica 

M
esoametica is the only part of the 
western hemisphere that qualifies 
as the Nephites' "land of promise." 

Just where were the Nephices located with­
in Mesoan1e1ica? Only when we have an 
idea of thaL can we know which histotical 
u-aditions or archaeological sequences can 
be compared most usefully with Mormon's 
ce.xt. The internal consistency of Lhe geo­
graphical statements in the Book of Mor­
mon referred co earlier must be accounted 
for by assuming that the p1imary author 
and editor of the Book of Mormon, the 
fourth-century A.O. prophet-general Mor­
mon, had a definite mental map in mind. 
(fhis consistency cannot be accounted for 
in rerms of Joseph Smith, for his c.ranslation 
of the volume was dictated at such a pace 
and published with so little revision of con­
tent that he could not have accurately craft­
ed the picture of spatial relations involved 
in the complex scory.)175 TI1e btiefbiogr-aph­
ical matetial on Mormon included in his 
account cells us that he personally trnveled 
throughout most of Nephite tenitory (see 
Mormon chapters 1-6). The consistency 
exhibited by his geographical statements 
must have come piimarily from his own 
expelience with the landscape. 

The map on this page shows what we 
can discern of Mormon's picture of spatial 
relaLions in what the Nephites called the 
land of promise. t76 The territory it encom­
passed, as indicated by statements in the 
sc1ipcural cexl, was on the order of five or 
six hundred miles long and a couple of 
hundred miles wide. The major contrast 
was between a ·'land southward" and a 
"land northward," (Alma 22:32), which 
were connected by an isthmus, a narrow 
neck of land. The southerly terri tory was 
in turn divided in two: a general "land of 
Nephi" consisted of main ly mountainous 
terrain distinctly set off in topography 
from the lower-lying " land of Zarahemla," 
which la)' in a northerly direction (Alma 
22:32). Only one major river is noted, the 
Sidon (Alma 22:29), whose basin consti­
tuted most of the land of Zarahemla. The 
climate was tropical or semitropical. 
although areas of higher elevation would 
necessatily have been cooler. 



Characteristics of the civilization in 
which the Nephires participated are ofren 
mentioned or implied but are not reported 
in much specific detail. Mormon's record 
pictures his people having an agrarian eco­
nomic base, a population in the millions, 
many cities, extensive commerce, numerous 
books written in more than one script, elab­
orate religious institutions, intensive war­
fare, and many luxury goods. 

When Mormon's geography and the char­
acteristics of the civilization involved are com­
pared with possible scenes in the Americas, 
only one area fits consistently: Mesoamcrica, 
that is, central and southern Mexico and 
northern Central America. Only in this one 
area do we find the required combination of 
uplands and lowlands, an isthmus and river 
system, a warm climate, and an advanced, lit­
erate civili7.ation. 

The map on this page displays the most 
Likely specific correlation between "Mormon's 
map" and Mesoamerican territory. The lands 
of the Nephites, it rums out, probably com­
prised highland Guatemala (although that 
land was possessed much of the time by the 
Lamanite faction), Chia.pas, and areas ro the 
north and west of Chia.pas extending to cen­
tral Veracruz. (Some Larcer-day Saint srudents 
of Nephite geography have differed from this 

schema on important detaiJs.)17' 
Identifying on coday's map where the 

Nephites and other peoples of the Book of 
Mormon scory lived opens up important 
new sources of information on them. On the 
basis of this correlation, we can tap into the 
information that scientists and scholars have 
been accumulating about Mesoamerica for a 
hundred years. 

The conjunction of scriptural informa­
tion with the facts from scholarly study of 
Mesoamerica sheds new light on the Book of 
Mom1on in two ways. First, obscure portions 
of the Book of Mormon text may be clarified. 
For example, Mosiah 19:24 speaks of a "cere­
mony" in connection with the slaying of king 
Noah by his rebellious subjects, but there is 
no hint of the nature or pupose of chat cere­
mony. Much information is available on 
Mcsoamerican ceremonial practices involving 
death and sacrifice, and it may clarify the 
mystery of the strange ritual. Second, identi­
fication of the area as the scene of Book of 
Mormon evenrs can bring to readers a sense 
of realism hitherto missing in their studies. 

But before Nephire events can be com­
pared usefully and accurately with 
Mesoamerican history, qualifications abour 
the data on both sides of the prospective 
equation need to be recognized. 
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NIPBI 
lINIAGI 
RICORD 
llllPIRS 

Nephi 
Jacob• 
Enos 
Jorom 
Omni 
Chemish• 
Abinodom 
Amaleki 
Moslah• 
Benlamln 
Moslah 
Alma• 
Alma 
Helaman 
Nephi 
Nephi 
Nephi 
Amos 
Amos 
Ammoron• 
Mormon • 
Moroni 

• record not passed 
from father to son 

italic sacred record 
bold king 
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Nephite History 

R
eaders have often erred in expect­
ing the Book of Mormon to be a 
hist0ry in the sense of that word 

common among us nowadays. Nowhere in 
the writings of Mormon or of his son, 
Moroni2, is the book they produced 
termed a history; instead it is called "an 
abridgement of the record of the people 
of Nephi" and an "account" (see litle 
page). History, is a label that comes from 
modern thought; we typically suppose that 
a history presents a more or less continu­
ous and thorough accoum of what hap­
pened-of all the important events-with­
in a certain area over a certain period. 
With rare, partial exceptions, the anciencs 
had neither the access co adequate infor­
mation nor the desire to produce such a 
systematic discussion. We should nol 
expect of their record what it does not 
intend. What Mormon meant co do was 
teach readers certain moral lessons by cit­
ing selected episodes from events that 
occurred among his people, not to tell 
their whole story. 

In ancient cultures a people was most 
often defined in terms of descent from a 
daimed ancestor. On tl1e title page of the 
Book of Mormon, Moroni2, its lase custodi­
an, spoke of " the people of Nephi." It is 
not dear what he meant in regard to 
ancestry and descent when he used this 
expression. The phrases the people of 
Nephi and the Nephites are used in the 
book with more than one meaning. On 
the face of it, we mighr chink they referred 
to those literally descended from Nephi 11 

the son of Lehi 1. That proves an oversim­
plification. Most often the label Nephites is 
applied to all chose who acknowledged 
the sovereignty of Nephi1 's descendants, 
even though the subjeccs had no genetic 
connection with the founding ancestor, 

Nephi 1, or his family. Legitimate rulers 
came from Nephi 1 's direct descendants, 
bur diverse groups came under their politi­
cal umbrelJa by a kind of adoption 
process well-known in the ancient world. 
Meanwhile dissenters-although some­
times literal descendants of Nephi 1-
opced out of the political system and were 
no longer counted as Nephites. Examples 
demonstrate the pattern: certain Laman­
ices "took upon themselves the name of 
Nephi, that they might be called the chil­
dren of ephi and be numbered among 
those who were called Nephi tes" (Mosiah 
25:12); however, the Zoramite faction 
wenc the other direction-they changed 
from the sociopolitical category of Nephite 
to chat of Lamanire by secession (see Alma 
43:4). Other cases could be cited. Further­
more, the Book of Mormon quietly lets us 
know that ocher people, not just those 
from Lehi's initial parry, were on the 
scene.11s Those inhabitants willing to be 
subject co the ruler, the descendant of 
Nephi1, were also included among the 
Nephices. 

The Book of Mormon proves to be a 
record of only selected events that particu­
larly affected the royal line. Much that 
went on among the diverse groups under 
the Nephite rulers is given shore shrift or 
no mention at all. Moreover, ethnic, lin­
guistic, and cultural variety could also be 
expected among chose under Lamanite 
ru lers. Thus the book is not a history in 
the modern sense. This is co be expected 
in the light of ancient record-keeping prac­
tices. For example, the Old Tescamenc, a 
version of which me Nephites possessed 
and which served chem as a model for 
recording their past, relates only a limited 
range of evenrs about the patriarch Jacob's 
descendants, with strong emphasis on 



the royal line through Judah. ln short, 
Mormon's record is a lineage history, the 
typical kind of account of the past char was 
produced in most societies before Euro­
pean historians developed a broadened 
view of their task a few centuries ago. 
Many events that we moderns may be 
curious about were omitted because a lin­
eage's writers did not consider them rele­
vant to their aims. 

In Mesoametica virtually all traditional 
histories were by and about lineages (using 
the term broadly),1'79 as was true in the Near 
Easr. The records were about the ruling 
groups, not the commoners. For instance, 
the historical portions of the Popol Yuh cell 
of a small group offoreigners (of Mexican 
extraction) who invaded Guatemala a few 
centuries before the Spaniards and gained 
military control over d1e resident Mayan­
speaking population. In the course of a 
number of generations, those elite intruders 
were culturally absorbed by d1eir subjects, 
but the document fails to make that clear. 

What we know about the record from 
which the Book of Mormon was translated 
by Joseph Smjth indicates that ir was one 
of the class of Mesoamerican lineage histo­
ries recorded in the form of a codex. tao 
The Book of Mormon talks chiefly about 
the elite stratum of society, and it was 
rulers or meir kin who kept the Nephite 
records. Naturally enough, they give us lit­
tle information about the commoner 
majority whom they ruled. The scribes 
themselves emphasize how selective they 
had to be in clecirung what co include (see, 
for example, Jacob 3: 13; Words of Mormon 
1 :5; and Helaman 3:14). Because the 
record is silent on whole topics, ir, like the 
Popol Yuh, can be compared only with dif­
ficulty with the archaeological and inscrip­
cional record of ancient Mesoamerican life. 

Nir111ri HtJro,r 

DID THE MESOAMERICANS 
WRITE REAL HISTORY? 

guestions ore sometimes raised whether the Mesoomericon scribes hod 
developed historical writing in anything like our modern sense. Some 

scho ors suspect that myth or ideological interpretations ployed such o big 
role that we do not really get any reliable reports of historical events in the 
ancient sources. Despite some coloring of accounts, ii appears that ii was 

possible, in some coses al least, for native historians to report events in on 
informative, sequential manner. That is illustrated in on excerpt from the 

Annals of the Cakchiquels, o sixteenth-century account from highland 
Guatemala of on event that happened not long before the Spanish Con­
quest and that hod no doubt been transmitted via a hieroglyphic lex! down 

lo Colonial limes, when ii was written in Spanish script. 

[ll 
hen the sun appeared on the horizon and its light fell on the 
mountain, the outcry and shouts of war broke forth, banners 
were unfurled, and the big flutes, drums, and conch shells 
resounded. It was indeed terrible when the Quiches arrived. But 

with great speed they [the Cakchiquels] went d0\\-11 to surround them, conceal­
ing themselves so as to form a circle; and arriving at the foot of the hiJI, they 
went close to the banks of the river, cutting off the river houses from the ser­
vants of the kin~ Tepepul and lxtayul who were accompanying their god 
Immediately was the enounter. Truly the contest was terrible. The outcries 
resounded, the shouts of war, the Outes, the drums, and the conch shells; then 
the warriors performed their acts of magic. Quickly the Quiches were defeated; 
Ibey ceased to fight and were dispersed, annihilated and dead. It WU impossi· 
ble to count the dead. ••• 

Recinos 1950 
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A striking bowl from the lowland Mayo area 
doting to the Classic shows o dignitary with o 
Jewish-looking profile. We catch only 
occasional glimpses like this ol o Near Eastern 
component in the Mesoomericon peoples, who 
ore typically coiled, oversimply, Moya or the 
like. 
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Book of Mormon Peoples in 
Terms of Mesoamerica 

The peoples, cultures, or ruling line­
ages known to scholars who study 
Mesoamerica are called, especially 

in popular books, by names like Aztecs, 
Zapotecs, Mayas, and Olmecs. None of 
chem are known tO have been called 
Nephites. (Keep in mind that since "none 
other people knoweth our language," 
according to Moroni2 in Mormon 9:34, we 
have no linguistic due co what the term 
translated co English as "Nephites" might 
have been in any Mesoamerican lan­
guage.) Were the Nephites in any sense 
ancestors of the Aztecs? Were the Toltecs 
of Mesoamerican tradition descended 
from the Nephites? Were the Mayas 
Lamanices in Mormon's terms? To provide 
useful answers co questions like these, we 
must be aware that archaeologistS cannot 
directly answer questions about the identi­
ty of the peoples whose remains they 
investigate. New World excavators never 
find inscriptions that proclaim, "We are 
the people named such and such." 

The whole topic of ethnic idenrifica­
tion is a confused one in scholarly studies 
on Mesoametica. Rarely is a people's own 
name for themselves used in either schol­
arly or popu lar literature. Well-known 
terms like To/tee have no settled hiscorical 

meaning but are unclear catchalls. Other 
ethnic labels like Aztec and Chicbimec, let 
alone Olmec, are equally murky. ISi In 
many cases archaeologists use labels they 
have coined co denote mere pottery com­
plexes as if they represented peoples, 
which they surely do not. 

1n the absence of crucial information 
as just indicated, any attempt co compare 
Mormon 's account with the findings of 
archaeology and related fields is bound ro 
be ambiguous. Nobody can say at rhis time 
who the scriptural Nephites were in 
Mesoamerican terms. Yee we may approxi­
mate a relationship if we can correctly 
identify the time and place where they 
lived. 

The probability is that tl1e Nephite and 
Lamanite ruling lineages whom we read 
about in Mormon's book represented por­
tions of societies that were found in high­
land Guatemala and the Mexican state of 
Ch.iapas during at least the first and sec­
ond centuries a.c. From that time co the 
middle of the fourth century A.O. , there is 

evidence that these possible Nephices 
expanded inco the states of Veracruz and 
perhaps parts of Oaxaca, Mexico. They 
probably gathered in southern Verao·uz co 
make their last stand near A.O. 380. 



Boot or .lfotMo ,,• l'iortt., 
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The Early Nephites in 
the Lano of Nephi 

The party led by Lehi 1 and his son 
Nephj1 arrived by boat on the Pacif­
ic coast of Guatemala or El Salvador 

around 575 B.c. The aged father died soon 
afterward. Before long the antagonisms 
between Nephi1 on Lhe one hand and his 
older brothers Laman1 and Lemuel on the 
other caused the little colony to split. 
Nephi 1 and a handful of followers moved 
inland to the highlands, which thereafter 
were always sajd to be "up" in relation co 
surroundjng areas. In what must have 
been an extensive mountain valley, they 
lrud out a small city named after their 
leader, and he became their first king. 
They called themselves Nephites or the 
people of Nephi. They immediately con­
structed a temple, said to be modeled 
after the temple that Nephi1 had known in 
Jerusalem. Before long, their rivals, the 
lamanites, reencounrered them and 
armed conflict began between them that 
continued through most of the next six 
hundred yeal"S. 

Topographical and other informal.ion 
in the Book of Mormon record neatly sup­
ports the proposition that the city of 
Nephi was located in the Valley of 
Guatemala. The preeminent archaeologi­
cal site in that area, located in a suburb of 
the capital, Guatemala City, was one of the 
most important in Mesoamerica in the 

centuries just before the advent of Christ. 
lt has been named Kaminaljuyu (pro­
nounced kah-mee-nahl-hu-yu, often called 
Iq for short) by archaeologists, but they 
have no idea what the name was anciently. 
The first substantial inhabitation of the site 
has been found to date between 600 and 
500 B.C. Meanwhile, the people whom the 
Nephites called the Lamanites dwelt in the 
coastal lowlands and footl1ill zone a few 
miles away to the south of Nephi 1 's settle­
ment. Quite surely, descendants of]ared­
ite-era groups were then occupying por­
tions of that lowland wilderness, and 
it looks as if some of them were incorpo­
rated under tl1e rule of the Lamanite 
immigrants. 

The highlands of Guatemala enjoyed a 
temperate cHmare and vegetation; the area 
has been called the land of eternal spring. 
1n contrast, the coastal territory was 
oppressively hot and humid and much of it 
was covered with tropical forest. 

The historical information covering 
the first three centuries in the Nephite 

record is exceptionally fragmentary (see 
the books of Jacob, Enos, andJarom). 
There is no hint that their occupation 
extended outside the valley first settled 
and named by founder Nephi1, and their 
numbers would have been Hmitecl to no 
more than a few thousand. 

From any port of the strip of wilderness near the Pocilic coos!, the londs along the west sea in southern Guatemala, the mountains ore visible, 
be<koning with a promise of cooler climate. 
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The volley seen here, where Guatemala Cily 
lies, has been identified by a number al 
students of Book of Mormon geography as the 
immediate land of Nephi, the first area settled 
by Nephi, ond his party ofter seporoting from 
the Lomonite faction. The view from the 
vantage point of the photographer of this 
scene is the some as that Ammon1 and his 
group would hove hod when they come into 
the land and paused "ot a hill, which is north 
of the lond of Shilom• (Mosioh 7 :5). From 
there · they went down into the land of Nephi.' 
where they met King Limhi (Mosiah 7:6). 



r11t LA~D OF NtrHt 

This view is of the lower portion of the Volley of Guatemala. It meets the textual requirements to hove been the land of Shilom of the Nephites. This section 0<rupies several square miles and lies only 
about ten miles from Nephi, thought to have been al Kominoljuyu. At the city of Nephi, King Noah dim bed on a tower or pyramid where he could • overlook the land of Shilom· (Mosioh 11 : 12). 
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from the extreme southerly limit of the Central 
Depression {or Zarahemla area) the great strip 
of mountainous wilderness looms; beyond it 
lay the highland zone of southern 
Guatemalo-the likely land of Nephi. 
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The Land of 
Zarahemla 

I
n the third century s.c., Mosiah 1 was 
divinely instructed to lead a party out 
of the decadent Nephite society in the 

land of Nephi to a settlement called 
Zarahemla. Those left behind disappear 
from the history, presumably being exter­
minated or incorporated by the Lamanites. 
The account speaks of the course the 
refugees took as "down" (Omni 1:13), 
that is, out of the highlands of Nephi, 
across the narrow strip of wilderness, 
which seems to have been a mountainous 
watershed, and inco the basin of the Sidon 
River. There they discovered a people 
more numerous tl1an they, and Mosiah 1 

became king over the combined Nephite 
migrants and the resident "people of Zara­
hemla" (Omni 1:19; see 1:12-4, 17; com­
pare Alma 2:27-8). 

The people of Zara hem la, or at lease 
their leaders, were of Jewish extraction, 
but they apparently included .Ln their cul­
ture cuscoms and knowledge transmitted 
down through time among remnanc 
groups left after the earlier Jaredite dynas­
ties had destroyed themselves. 

The most plausible geographical scene 
for Zarahemla is on the Grijalva River in 

the Cenu-al Depression of Chiapas, proba­
bly cencered ac what is known as the 
archaeological site of Santa Rosa. 

The Central Depression is a major 
geological feature of southern Mexico. At 
its sourhern end the land rises abruptly to 
a cowering strip of mountains along the 
present border between Guatemala and 
Mexico. The great valley constitutes the 
upper drainage area of the Grijalva. 
Rimmed by mountains on three sides and 
a great plateau on the fourth, the depres­
sion is something of a world unto itself. 
Shielded from sea winds by mountains, it 
receives far less rain than surrounding 
zones; land within the basin is not forest­
ed heavily as in the wetter portions of 
Mesoamerica. This valley constitutes the 
"heart" of isthmian Mesoamerica, "sur­
rounded by security" (Alma 60: 19). It is 
relatively hot compared with the highlands 
but not oppressive like the nearby areas 
close to sea level. 

No marked regional style of art or cul­
ture has yet been identified that uniquely 
distinguishes the culture of the Central 
Depression in Book of Mormon times. 
Rather the area was something of a mixing 
zone or crossroads (as was Palestine, inci­
dentally). Maya people and culture from 
both the lowlands and Guatemalan high­
lands intruded into the area at various 
times without ever clearly dominating it. It 
occupied a central position within the 
broader area encompassed by the Izapan 
style of an, which ranged from coastal 
southern Guatemala through Chiapas into 
southern and central Veracruz state. The 
peak Izapan development dated between 
the second century B.C. and the fourth 
century A.D. This Izapan style is, so far, the 
best h im of the presence of Nephites, 
although the association is based on infer­
ence from time and space faccors. The 
exact relationship of a Nephite presence 
to the lzapan area remains unclear and 
uncertain. Beginning in the late fourth 
century A.O., when the Nephite demise 
came, most cities in Chiapas were aban­
doned and the population dropped 
markedly. The area never again became a 
significant player in the ongoing course of 
Mesoamerican civi lization. 



The site of Santo Roso, in the upper Central Depression, qualifies in important ways os the city 
of Zorohemlo. Port of the orchoeologicol site is seen in the foreground of this aerial view, with 
the Grijalva River adjacent. Alma, and his Nephites likely fought their way O(fOSS this river ot a 
ford not for upstream from thi.s spot as they bottled ogoinl1 Amlicites ond Lomonites (see Alma 
2:26-37). 

TH e L •.vo o, Z•• ·'" ' "' '· 

An oreo a lew miles from Santo Roso shows the relatively open, unlores1ed landscape, in 
contrail to the jungle-type vegetation of many lowland oreos. These two photos at the top of 
the page ore over forty years old. For the poll quarter century the area hos been covered by the 
waters of o lake impounded by o major dam built thirty miles downstream. 

The barrier hemming in the Central Depression on the north and eos1 is formed by the Chiopos highlands, o forested wilderness zone that was only lightly populated in ancient times . .When 
Lomonite armies were foiled ot Jershon, toward the eos1 sea, or Gull of Mexico, they ·took their journey round about in the wilderness• (Alma 43:22) to attack the Monti area. In their strategic 
redeployment, they likely skirted or cut through the for port of the vos1 tangle of jungled mountains shown here. 
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The Lamanite 
Lanq of Nephi 

A 
good deal of detail about the high­
land area known as the land of 
Nephi is included in Mormon's 

account thanks to cwo historical episodes 
on which he dwells. The first concerns 
the Zeniffites, a party of Nephites who 
returned to Nephi after Mosiah 1 had fled 
from there with his group. They dwelt in 
the land of Nephi under lamanite domi­
nance in the early half of the second cen­
tury s.c. The second account relates the 
activities and movemencs of the sons of 
Mosiah2 when they and companions mis­
sionized among the Lamanires in the land 
of Nephi between about 80 and 65 a.c. 

The geographical centerpiece of the 
area was always the 01iginal valley where 
three distinct local lands, Nephi, Shilom, 
and Shemlon, lay adjacent to each other. 
From Nephi, the highest in elevation, one 
could "overlook" the ocher two lands 
(Mosiah 11:12.) Other named lands were 
"round about" (Alma 24:l; see 23:1-12 ;), 
chiefly in a northward direction. One 
place, the city of Jerusalem, lay beside a 
sizable lake (see Alma 21:1-2; 3 Nephi 
9:7), and the Mormon are-.i probably lay 
next to the same body of water. Extensive 
uninhabited areas separated the settled 
lands; groups could become lose crying to 

move between lands (see Mosiah 
23:30-7). All this scene is "up" (Mosiah 
10:8) in the highland zone. The primary 
settlements must have been in valleys 
amidst hills or mountains (compare 
Mosiah 7:5; 10:7-8). 

The relationships of the lands to each 
other and to nacuraJ features that are men­
tioned in the record fit nicely with the 
actual geography of highland Guatemala. 
Archaeological materials of appropriate 
age (the Late Pre-Classic period) and type 
also appear in these indicated areas. 

This delta of the little Ponajachel River at the northeost corner of 
Lake Atitlon could be where Alma1 hid from the ormies of King 
Noah in a "thicket of small trees· (Mosiah 18:5). 
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The neor shore of Loke Amatitlan seen in this photograph qualifies as the Lomanite land of Shemlon. What could be the 
land of Shilom lies above the bluffs across the lake. A«ording lo Mosiah chapters 11 and 19 through 22, Lamanite forces 
consistently went •up• (roughly five hundred feet in elevation here) from Shemlon through Shilom to attack Nephi. 

The beauty of •the waters of Mormon" deeply impressed Almo 1 and his companions (Mosioh 18:30). Lake Atitlan, west of 
Guatemala City, lits the saiptural lext's characterizolian of the •fountain of pure water• (Mosiah 18:5) adjocent to 
Mormon. 



The great city at Kamin . 
contained hundr ol1uyu was once at lea 
at the former ex~ds of major buildings. This ~ a mile square and 
suburban growth et and the density of publi: ,otogroph only hints 
site, which is pr as dby now destroyed all bu: rudures. Enaooching eserve os a pork. o small portion of the 

This tomb (shown in th detail below) doti e cut away sketch of the o huge eorthe· ng to the lint century B c mound above ond in 
n mound at K . · ., wos built i t h 

ore hypothetical ) A . h ammaljuyu. (The oute t n o t e top of 
of soc.rificed se~onts)''. ; .upply of luxury burial o; ~rraces or steps 
here. The •sepul h m _icotes that a royal per enng~ (and a pair 
purpose of bu/ reh ~h1ch (the Lomonites] h s;n wos interred 
probably h tg t e,r dead" (Alma 19· 1 o mode for the 

ave ooked like this. · ; see 19:S) would 
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The Land Southward 
at th~ Time of the 
Great War 

The greatest detail about the land of 
Zarahemla is given in the books of 
Alma and Helaman, covering 

approximately 90 to 30 a.c. The account of 
wars during that period conrajns signifi­
cant details about relationsMps among 
landmarks and the movements of individ­
uals and armies. 

Nephite political and military control 
had by this time been extended from the 
original center, the city of ZarahemJa on 
the upper Sidon River, plausibly identified 
above with the site of Santa Rosa on the 
Grijalva, throughout the entire river basin 
and beyond. That included the lowland 
"borders by the east sea" (Alma 52:13), a 
hot plain that would have encompassed 
the delta of the Sidon, and the adjacent 
land of Bountiful (see Alma 50:7-11, 32). 
Bountiful occupied the southerly side of 
che immediate isthmus zone, or "small 
neck of land" (Alma 22:32; see 22:27-34) 
that connected to the land northward. 

Nephites and Lamanites-at least the 
leaders-were broadly aware of the gener­
al configuration of the lands south of the 
narrow neck and even beyond to the 
north. ArnaJickiah and other dissident 
Nephites who had fled to the Lamanjte 
capital in the land of Nephi were planning 
military strategy on a grand scale that 
extended all the way into the land north­
ward. Nephite counterstrategy was on an 
equal scale (see Alma 48-51). 
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This lord pictured on Kominaljuyu Stela 11 
dotes to the first century B.C. His richly symbolic 
garb could represent approximotely how King 
Amolickiah would have been dressed when in 
full regolia (compare Almo 49:10). 



This key Olmec site, lo Vento, is located on o 
segment of dry land surrounded by swamp in 
southern Veracruz stole. It was on impressive 
cily for centuries until oboul 600--400 e.c. 
when ii seems lo have been abandoned. 
Archaeologists hove found that later a smaller, 
very different group resettled port of it 

Here is where lhe great Stelo 3 wos found 
(see page 121 ). II shows, according to o 
prominent S(holor, ·figures represent(ing] two 
racially distinct groups of people; one of 
whom is Semitic or Jewish in appearance.'" 
This is intriguing since in geogrophicol details 
lo Vento meets the requirements to hove been 
the cily of Mulek, named for the prince of 
Judah of the Nephite record who arrived by 
sea in the sixth century a.c. The city was later 
occupied by the Nephites, ot one point wos 
captured by a lamanite army, then was 
recaptured by Moroni, and Teancum (see Alma 
52:22--6). 

The narrow s1rip of wilderness consisted chiefly 
of rugged mountains that appear to coincide 
with the deeply conyoned chain that forms the 
heodwoters of the Grijolvo. These mountains 
seporale Guolemolo ond Chiopo.s. An extension 
of wilderness reached toward the Gulf of 
Mexico through the Chiopos highland 
wilderness. Seen here is the western anchor of 
the narrow strip. II includes Tocon6 volcano, 
Central America's highest peok (extreme leh in 
the picture). Helaman's expedition that lured 
the lamanile army out of the garrison cily of 
Antiparah would hove headed through a poss 
(lo the left in the picture) down toward a 
lowland cily · in the borders by the seashore• 
(lo the right of the picture) (Alma 56:31 ; see 
56:30--6). 

Tll t L,, o So11 11r ,11 11 ,r , ,, , r,. , o, r n, c,, ., , w , i 

When Amolickiah's lomanile invaders 
•marched to the borders of the land Bountiful• 
{Alma 51 :28) ond comped 'on the beach by the 
seashore• (Alma 51 :32), the S(ene would hove 
been like this. 
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Into the Land 
Northward 

The Nephices had been curious 
about the land beyond che narrow 
neck for generations (see Omni 

1:20-2 and Mosiah 28:12). Rebel 
Morianton wamed tO sec up rule there, 
and Moroni1 saw how vital the area was to 
the Nephites' future (see Alma 50:29, 32). 
No doubt adventurous merchants had 
already penetrated the land northward for 
trade, but it was not until the end of the 
Amalickiahite war that systematic moves 
were made to control pans of the land by 
colonizing them (see Alma 63:4-10). 

A generation later ephite presence 
there was substantial (see Helaman 6:6, 
10, 12). By the time the risen Jesus Christ 
appeared at Bountiful, the Nephite demo­
graphic center of gravity had already shift­
ed northward from Zarahemla, for all 
twelve of d1e chosen disciples were 
already residing in che Bountiful area. By 
the time Mormon opens the curtain of 
hist0ry on events in his own lifetime, after 
A.O. 300, the official Nephice records had 
long since been moved to the land north­
ward, and he was a native of that area. 

The main lands settled by the migrants 
from the south lay coward the east sea 
side of the land northward, the same ce1Ti­
tory on which we have the most infonna­
tion from the Jaredire account (although 
neither record gives us geographical infor­
mation in the depth we should like). In 
the final Nephite-Lamanire wars, which 
took place in that area, Mormon 's hilly 
homeland was the source of his people's 
greatest strength in manpower and 
provisions. lB:l 

202 

Logo de Colemoco in !he Tuxrlos Mountains of 
southern Veracruz quolifies os port of rhe 
complex of •many waters, rivers, and lounloins· 
in the area of Cumorah (Mormon 6:4). 

The position and nature of the Cootzocoolcos River qualifies it to hove constituted •rhe line· tho!, practically and 
concepluolly, marked the separation between the lands of Bountiful and Desolation (3 Nephi 3:23; see Almo 22:32). 
Through the wetlands of !his river's basin there was only one ·narrow pass· by which the journey northward could be 
mode (Alma 50:34).1" 

These mounds in the isthmus area ot Totocopon, Veracruz (age unknown), ore typical of many vegetation-covered sites that 
King Limhi's exploring party could hove encountered when they passed through this area on their way to discover the 
Joredite re<ord (see Mosioh 8:7- 10). Sites like these could nor hove been doted by them any more than by today's tourists; 
thus they could conclude logically enough that they hod found ruined Zorahemlo (see Mosioh 21 :25; compare 8,8). 
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The port of the land northward toward the west sea was evidenlly drier than lhe land toward the eosl. Little is said in the Nephile relord about the west sea side. The aridity visible in this scene in 
southern Oaxaca suggests why colonies planted by Hagath's vayoge11 an the west coast locked timber for building construction (see Alma 63:5-ll; Helomon 3:S-10). 

This ruined city at Doinzu, Oaxaca, dotes to the Monte Alban II period, between 200 B.C. and A.O. 200. In this period there is spe<ific evidence for cultural intMions from Chiopos in ports of Oaxaca, 
induding Doinzu (possibly reflecting the migrations noted in Helomon 3:8-9).'11 The pair of pillo11 at the doorway of the temple structure, which ore strurturolly unnecessary, reminds us of the 
symbolic columns built at the entry to the Temple of Solomon (see I Kings 7:21). 
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The Crucifixion 
Catastrophe 

U
nparalleled destruction struck the 
Nephite land of promise at the 
time when Jesus Christ was cruci­

fied al]erusaJem. The evenc may be reflect­
ed in archaeological remains already 
discovered in Mesoamerica, but there is 

uncertainty about this for two reasons. The 
first is that the scriptural record of the 
evenc leaves us unclear about decails. It is 
obvious enough from the desc1iptions in 
3 Nephi 8 and 9 that a major earthquake 
and volcanism were involved and that 
there was also an array of incense scorms. 
Similar events have occurred in the area in 
recent centuries, although not on the scale 
reported in the Nephite account. But if the 
rubble of quake-destroyed buildings was 
later removed and new structures were 
erected, the destruction might not be obvi­
ous to archaeologists. The second problem 
is that our methods of dating material 
remains still leave uncertainty about the 
exact time to be assigned to the excavated 
remains. Furthermore, relatively little exca­
vation has been done in Mesoametica 
that can be approximately set at the 
Christian era. Still there are a few interest­
ing inclicamrs of what might have been 

This dramatic photograph shows the first stage 
of the 1974 eruption of the Volcon de Fuego, 
in Guatemala. Simultaneous eruptions from 
several volcanoes could hove produced the 
'thick darkness• (3 Nephi 8:20) mentioned by 
the Nephite reporters. 

Ash from volcanoes could have smothered 
crops, animals, and humans over wide areas. 
The type of desolation resulting is illustrated 
by this scene near the volcano El Chichon in 
highland Chiopos In 1982.'" 



this disasu-ous event (for example, a layer of 
volcanic ash at the great city ofTeotihuacan 
dates to near A.D. 30), and they may be aug­
m~nted by future finclings.187 

Certainly che (Jlpes of natural disasters 
known historically for Mesoamerica fit 
what the scriptures poru-ay: volcanic erup­
tions and ashfalls, earthquakes, hurricane 
winds, landslides, torrential downpours. 
The quescion yet co be answered is 
whether a unique, monumenral combina­
tion of such forces can be documented for 
the right historical moment. 

Also according to the Book of 
Mormon, a major consequence of the 
great disaster was a huge loss of life. Great 
social changes must have resulled from 
the changes in nature and the massive 
casualties, in addition to the new social 
teachings by the Savior when he appeared 
among the Nephites (for example, no 
social classes and having "all things com­
mon"; 4 Nephi 1:3). Cenain archaeological 
data gives indications of at least a pause or 
historical hiccup in populational and social 
development in about the first century A.O. 

that m ight signal a destruction like chat 
reported in 3 Nephi.188 

An ortisl hos reconstructed the eruption of the 
volcano Xitle in the southern portion of the 
Volley of Mexico. Near the lime of Christ ii 
covered most of the city now called Cuicuilco. 
(Could this site hove been the city of Jocobugoth 
mentioned in 3 Nephi 7:9- 14; 9:9?) 

Tut Ct ic ,,111 0 ,,· C•r•s1io , nt 

The leading geographical correlation of Book of Mormon fonds with the modem mop puts the city of Jerusalem, built by 
the Lomonites and Nephite dissenters (see Alma 21 :2), at this location in southern Guatemalo, near the village of 
Santiago Atitlon."' Third Nephi 9:7 reports that the city was destroyed by waters that did "come up in the sleod thereof." 
Lake Alillon is prone to sharp rises and lolls in its level due to the volcanic geology of its environs. 

The site of Copilco in the Volley of Mexico, neor Cuicuilco, suffered from o major lovo flow that covered remains that 
probably dated in the first century A.O. 
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The god Ouetzalcootl wos still important ta 
the Aztecs at the lime the Spaniards 
arrived, although by then his identity had 
been confounded wilh later figures. This 
representation combines leathered and 
serpentine symbols of him with a 
humanlike lace. 

This reconstruction of whal the original Temple 
ol Quetzalcoatl al Teotihuacan looked like (in 
the second century A.D.) is based on 
information gleoned by a competent 
archoeologist-orchited. 
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The Golden Age 

M
any myths and traditions cell 
abour Quet7..alcoad, "precious ser­
pent," one of the most important 

of all Mesoamerican deiries.190 Some schol­
arly interpreters of the traditions have 
claimed that he was not a god at all but 
just a historical personage who lived at the 
famous city of Tula in central Mexico in the 
eleventh cencuiy A.D. He departed abrupt­
ly from there for the Gulf Coast, where he 
was said to have disappeared miraculously 
( incidentally, from precisely the region 
identified above as the Nephite land 
Bountiful, where Jesus disappeared into 
the heavens) after promising co return 
someday. When Cortez arrived in Mexico 
in A.D. 1519, Montezuma cook him co be 
this returning Quetzalcoatl and handed 
power over co him. 

However, symbols associated in the tra­

ditions with the deity have been found in 
archaeological materials that dace long 
before the day of the priest from Tula. 
Confusion has arisen because the name 
Quetzcllcoatl was adopted as a personal 
name or title by various Mexican priests 
from at least the eighth through the 

eleventh centuries. Some scholars recognize 
d1e "fundamental historicity" of the original 
man-god behind the traditions, although 
that status can be discerned only "through a 
dense sueen of mythical, legendary, and 
folkloristic acuetion."191 The distinguished 
Mexican scholar Miguel Leon-Portilla confi­
dently calls the ftrst Quetzalcoatl the 
founder of an "elevated spititualism, a vision 
of the world that led to ancient Mexico's 
greatest cultural achievements" a millenni­
um before his namesake dwelt at Tula.192 

Some Latter-day Saint writers have 
assumed, perhaps too confidently, that the 
Queczalcoarl god figure is to be identified 
with the resurrected Jesus Christ reported 
in me Book of Mormon. The historical 
and archaeological data are not clear 
enough to establish Lhat relationship deci­
sively; nevertheless, a reasonable case can 
be made in support of the proposition. •93 

FoUowing the visit co the Nephites in 
Bountiful by the risen Jesus, from around 
A.D. 30 to near A.D. 200, according to the 
very abbreviated account in 4 Nephi, a 
classless society existed in the lands occu­
pied by the Nephices and Lamanires. 



Ethnic distinctions were erased, and gov­
ernmental functions were in Lhe hands of 
local priests. 

Features of Lhe cu ltural history of cen­
tral Mesoamerica in the first cwo centuries 
A.O. fit with this picture.19-1 One phenome­
non chat is of interest Is visible at the 
metropolis of Teotihuacan. The second 
century A.O. saw construction of the huge 
Pyramid of the Sun (so called by Lhe later 
Aztecs), an act that would only have been 
carried out on the basis of some powerful 
belief system.195 In the same period the 
beautiful Temple of Quetzalcoatl was 
completed. 

Around A.D. 200-300, 4 Nephi reportS 
the renewal of social class differences 
among the Christians, Lhe creation of rival 
churches or cults, and the reemergence of 
a group "called Lamanites" (4 Nephi 1:38). 
At the same historical moment, the old 
Temple of Quetzalcoatl was enclosed by a 
new strucLUre characterized by a strikingly 
different theology and set of symbols. 19<> 

The coincidence is provocative, although 
we cannot confidently place Nephite 
believers at the site. 

fH i G /J I Ol ,\ A GI 

The reptile on lhe Teotihuocon lemple hos feathers, which signify ' deS<ending from heaven• or •elevated: os well as o 
sense of preciousness thot beautiful (probably green, for water) feathers connoted. This coils to mind the serpent image 
that Moses •did raise up' (2 Nephi 25:20) for the Israelites to look upon lo be heoled. According lo Nephite belief, ii 
represented Jesus Chri.st/JehovoJ, (see Helomon 8: 14-5). The shell symbol on the some focode signified resurrection."' 

The figure engraved on this bone, which was excovoled ot Chiapo de Corzo by the BYU New World Archoeologicol 
Foundolion, shows o feathered serpenl thought lo represenl the god Ouettolcooll. (The sketch ot leh dorifies rhe design.) 
lls dale, probably in lhe firs! century e.c., is nol much earlier lhon when Nephi, prophesied about lhe coming of the 
Savior, symbolized by ' the brazen serpent· (Helaman 8: 14). (Nephi,, in 7 Nephi 25:20, and Alma,, in Alma 33: 19, hod, 
of course, used the same symbolism earlier.) 
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A stelo from the Lote Classic site of Piedros 
Negros shows o sacrificial srene that may recoil 
o distorted version of the Book of Mormon 
image of the gospel seed sprouting from the 
human heart (see Alma 32:28). 

Archaeologist-artist Pierre Agrinier hos given 
us on imaginative picture ol cult practices of 
the fifth century A.O. at the site of Mirodor, 
Chiopos. (Mirodor moy hove been the city of 
Ammonihah that was destroyed in Alma's day.) 
All the objects and activities in the scene ore 
based upon actual finds by archaeologists of 
the Brigham Young University New World 
Archaeological Foundation. 

Elaborate religious symbolism, like this hybrid 
eagle, become the rule at later Teotihuacan, in 
contrast to the relative simplicity of the former 
Quetzokootl belief system. 

208 

Apostasy 

A 
rchaeological and an remains dating 
from the period A.O. 200-400 in 
Mesoamerica display a surge of con­

struction and innovation as the area enrers 
the Early Classic period. Priests were the 
prime movers in this process. Formerly, 
experts supposed that the Classic ( conven­
tionally put al A.D. 300-900) marked a cli­
max in the elaboration of culture unique in 
the history of Mesoamerica, but in recent 
decades it has become apparent that most 
of the characte1i stics of the Classic had 
already been developed (previewed, as it 

were) several centuries before at sites like EI 
Mirador, Tikal, Kaminaljuyu, Teocihuacan, 
and Monce Alban. Near A.D. 200 there erupL­
ed an almost frantic pace in the develop­
ment of cities, cults, and an. Interchange of 
ideas was spurred by extensive trade. By A.O. 

300 eve,y section of Mesoame1ica had fol­
lowed suit. 

This surge coincides remarkably with 
the characterization that Mormon, who 
was born around A.O. 300, gave of Nephice 
society in his day: "The people had . .. 
spread upon all the face of the land, and 
... had become exceedingly rich .... 
[Some) were lifted up in pride, such as 
the wearing of costly apparel ... and of 
the fine things of the world .... And they 
began to be divided into classes; and they 
began co build up churches unto them­
selves" (4 Nephi 1:23-6). These they 
adorned "with all manner of precious 
things" (4 Nephi 1:41) while they "did traf­
fic in all manner of traffic (i.e., com­
merce)" (4 Nephi 1:46). 

ln subsequent centuries, in the elabo­
rate religious arr of Mesoamerican civi­
lization and in customs among surviving 
peoples, we see beliefs and practices 
(such as baptism, communion, and con­
fession) that some observers have consid­
ered cliscorcions of teachings given co his 
believers by the resurrected Savior. For 
example, a form of baptism 19s (with the 
meaning "to be born again") was wide­
spread at the time the Spaniards arrived. 



A magnificent late Classic sculpture from the Maya city of Yoxchilon on the Usumocinto River shows o noblewoman, lady X0<, offering o sacrifice of blood from her tongue. 
This form of self-mutilation was o very common ritual practice up to the time of the Spanish invasion. Could Alma hove been arguing against on early version of this proctice 
in Alma 34: 11 : ·rhere is not any man that con sacrifice his own blood which will atone for ... sins•? 
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The N ephites' Fall 

S
cholars Jong daimed that it was only 
late in Mesoamerican hiscory when 
warfare began. In che last twenty-five 

years, however, overwhelming evidence 
has appeared to the contrary. Conflict, vio­
lence, and battle are now believed co have 
long been a pan of life in ancient Mexico 
and Central America, exactly as they were 
in Europe and Asia. 

For the fourth century A.O., Mormon's 
and Moroni's day, there is plenty of evi­
dence that conquest and armed violence 
were commonplace in Mesoamerica. One 
of the chief evidences is the remains of 
fortifications.199 There is less possibili ty of 
finding material evidence of actual battles, 
for their locations could have been on 
some undistinguished spot of ground that 
archaeologiscs might never have reason to 
examine. 

One of the strongest evidences so far 
for the destruction o f che Nephites by the 
Lamanites comes from the widespread 
abandonment of cities in the late fourtl, 
century in Chiapas, the area consided here 
to have been the land of Zarahemla. The 

:no 

To visualize on octual bottle, we hove lo 
depend on the art and historical accounts al 
later peoples, bur likely the basic forms ol war 
hod not changed a great deal over the 
intervening centuries. This well-dorumented 
artist's reconstruction ol a defeated Aztec army 
suggests the despoir of the doomed Nephites 
(compore Mormon 6:7- 9). 

roughly two centuries after A.O. 200 saw a 
spectacular flowering of public life and 
religious or cult structures, as discussed 
above. But at Mirador in western Chiapas, 
for example, the period was ended "by an 
intense fire chat totally destroyed" the 
largest sacred building, sec either by those 
who abandoned it or by invaders who 
occupied the place around A.O. 400-450. 
They partly rebuilt the site with "shoddier 
construction." Furthermore, the new cul­
ture was related to highland Guatemala.200 
As we have seen, that was likely the land 
of Nephi, from which came the Lamanites 
who expelled che Nephites from their 
Zarahemla homeland. For the next century 
and more, most of the old cities in central 
Chiapas remained abandoned.201 The pic­
ture derived from archaeology d,us agrees 
basically with the Book of Mormon story 
of the Nephites' retreat. 

Archaeological research around the 
Cumorah area, Lhought to be in the Tuxtla 
Mountains of southern Veracruz state, 
could shed further Light on the end of the 
Nephites. Unfortunately, very little excava­
tion has been done thereabouts for the 
correct time period. 

The land of Cumoroh wos on oreo with mony 
streoms ond lakes, like this zone al the fool of 
Cerro El Vigio in south-cenlrol Veracruz stole. 
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The information in Mormon's re<ord oboot the final bottle area maJthes in detail the characteristics of this hill, Cerro El Vigia, in southern Veracruz state and the region around it. This view of 2600-
foot El Vigio is from the plains to ill southwest, where the final bottle likely took place. 

This view from the top of Cerro El Vigio looks down on the plains to the west. If this is the correct hill, Mormon ond the handful of survivors with him had this some view on the morning ofter their 
climactic battle, with hundreds of thousands of the dead ond dying in their view (see Mormon 6: 11- 5). 
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Nephites, Lamanites, and 
Succ;essor Peoples 

The Aztecs carried the earlier, occasional 
rituals of human sacrifice and cannibalism to 
levels of depravity never equaled. Nephi, had 
seen in vision his brother's descendants as o 
·1oothsome, and o filthy people, full of •.. oil 
manner of abominations• (1 Nephi 12:23). 

Sacrificial blood stains the steps at Aztec 
Molinolco. 

Tikol, in the central Mayo lowlands al 
Guatemala, become a huge and famous center 
of cultural activily in the Classic (mainly in the 
past-Cumoroh period). If this site was outside 
the area directly involving the Nephile group, 
then the Mayo may hove flourished in port 
because they built up trade networks lo their 
own advantage in the wake of the Nephites' 
destruction. This reconstruction scene dates 
around A.O. 700. 
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I
n the eleven centuries that passed 
between Moroni·s termination of 
the Nephite record and the arrival of 

the Spaniards in Mexico, rulers and their 
peoples rose and fell in restless sequence. 
1n the south-central Mexico area chat con­
stituted the land northward of the Nephice 
record, most cultures after A.O. 400 lived 
off cultural capital from the past. At the 
huge city of Teotihuacan, far to the north 
of our Cumorah, for example, no major 
building projects were carried out after 
the fourth century.202 The population at 
the place remained sizable after A.O. 400, 
but the creative juice of the culture had 
dried up. Similarly, ac Monte Alban, 
Oaxaca, the dominant view after about A.O. 

400 was toward the past, as jostling 
regional kings strove to reconstruct the 
brilliance of earlier centuries. 

Some old cities in Mesoamerica did 
get reconsu·ucred, brilliantly, and new 
ones were built. Craftsmen, architects, and 
other experts went on using and in some 
cases elaborating on the old cultural ways, 
as Byzantium did after the fall of Rome. 
But warfare became endemic. Population 
may have grown to outpace resources. 
Exploicalion of the underclasses by elites 
could have become excessive to the point 
of stirring local social revolts. 

The Classic era as characteri,ed a few 
decades ago was supposed to have been 
led by noble philosopher types who spem 
their time peacefully making complicated 
calendricaJ calculations and patronizing the 
arts. Now it turns out that these people 
were not that admirable and surely not 
peacefuJ.203 Even the Maya culture at 
impressive sites like Ttkal, we see from 
recently deciphered monuments, was 
marked by continual cycles of aggression 
among regional rivals led by lords who 
were somewhat mafiaJike in their aims and 
methocls. They also displayed some 
unusual customs, such as ritual enemas 
perhaps involving hallucinogenic drugs. 
Human saa-ifice and even cannibalism 
(compare Mormon 4:14-5, 21; Moroni 
9:8-10) came to be practiced in many 
areas and eventually became dominating 
themes. 
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By bravery and audacity, the Spaniards 
defeated their opponents agoinsl vost odds. 
The Azte<s, used lo certain cultural norms for 
the conduct of war, found they could not cope 
with the completely foreign Spanish practices 
and superior technology (especlolly their 
horses). Alter the Aztecs gave up, other 
Mesoomerican peoples put up relatively light 
resistance, suspecting that they could not 
succeed where Montezumo's feared forces hod 
foiled. 

Diego Rivera's lamed mural shows the 
Spaniards making slaves of Mexican Indians 
during the colonial era. Recall that Nephi1 hod 
prophetically seen •the seed of my brethren• 
being ·scattered before the Gentiles ond ... 
smitten• (l Nephi 13: 14). 

213 



/11,<CIS 01 AflCllflT AIIII/C,< 

From a post-Olmec context comes this incense 
burner al the site of Monte Alban. The telltole 
drooped comers of the mouth rev90J thot the 
Olmec jaguar motif was the distont historical 
source for this piece. 

Oxtolitlon Cove in the state of Guerrero in 
southwestern Mexico contains remnon~ of a 
fascinating mural of on Olmec-period ruler. An 
artist hos here tried lo restore its original 
appearance. Key features of this lord's regolio 
and throne ore repeated much later in the 
Mayo art style. Could that be due to a revival 
of the Joredite-period secret society tradition 
at the end of Nephtte history that continued 
into post-Book of Mormon limes? (Compore 
4 Nephi 1 :46 and Mormon 8:9 with Ether 
10:33; 13: 18; ond 3 Nephi 3:9.) 
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The Jaredites 

The brief historical summary of the 
earliest Book of Mormon people, 
the Jareclites, that is reported in the 

book of Ether appears almost at the end 
of Mormon's record. The account had 
been translated by Moroni2, the final 
Nephite prophet-scribe, and he attached it 
as an appendix to the record of the people 
of Nephi that his father left in his cusmdy. 
The account tells of one Jared and his 
unnamed brother who led thei1· families 
and a number of friends and their families 
from Mesopotamia, the scene of the con­
fusion of tongues and the great cower of 
Genesis 11:1-9. lraveling across Asia, 
probably, they reached the ocean (likely 
the North Pacific) where they embarked 
on barges they built. They reached 
America in the area known to the 
Nephites later as the land northward; the 
land they settled turns out t0 have been in 
south-central Mexico. The date can only 
be estimated; students of the text have 
suggested times ranging from 3200 co later 
than 2000 s.c.; however, in my view an 
arrival after 2500 s.c. is unlikely on the 
basis of the genealogies in the record. 

Ether's record was a history of the rul­
ing lineage, Jared's kin line, that reigned 
over tl1e combined descendants of the 
in1migrant party. l t was written in about 
tl1e sixth century s.c. by Ether, the last 
prophet among them. The story summari­
ly documents the ups and downs of the 
Jaredite dynasty until they were extermi­
nated in a civil war in the days of Ether; 
the last ruler lived briefly among the 
people of the Mulek party. 

A limited amount of descriptive infor­
mation is included in the book of Ether 
about the culture and society in which the 
Jaredite Lineage participated. Ci ties, kings, 
trade, written records, metallurgy, large­
scale wars, "spacious buildings" (Ether 
10:5), and a population, at the end, in the 
low mUlions are among features reported. 
All of the historical events occurred in the 
land northward, not far from the narrow 
neck. In fact the place where the Jaredites 
were exterminated (the hill Ramah) was 
the same as for the Nephite finale ( their 
hill Cumorah). 

Significant cultur-al traces of the Jare­
dice people (for example, crop planes and 
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The Jaredites were deeply concerned obout the power of snakes in connection with drought (see Ether 9:30--4; 10: 19). Some priests or rulers may have considered themselves to be under the 
protection of serpents. This awesome Olmec rattlesnake is on Monument 19 al lo Vento. 
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Seventeen colossal heads hove been discovered 
so for in the Gull Coast Olmec heortlond. Each 
is a portrait of on individual, although nol 
ne<essorily o completely accurote one, 
considering the problem of sculpting the hard 
volconic stone. They ore thought to represent 
chiefs or kings weoring ball-gome headgear. 
Serious effort wos expended to deloce most of 
them ofter they were completed. 
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personal and place names) cropped up 
centuries later among the Nephites.20<1 The 
most plausible explanation for rhis partial 
continuity is that, while the rulers kiJled 
each other off and the elite componencs of 
the civi lization collapsed, small groups who 
succeeded in avoiding participation in the 
final wars of the Jaredite lineage lived on to 
become involved with the undocumented 
"Mulekites" and thus came unrecognized 
within the range of the Nephite record. 

The Jaredire story is so brief that only 
cursory analysis of their geography and 
history can be made. Because of the over­
lapping locations pointed our in the 
Nephite record, we know that the 
Jaredices inhabited part of the Nephites' 

territory. Their scene appears to have been 
central or southern Mexico before and 
during the time of the Olmecs. But Ether's 
text implies that, as in the case of the 
Nephites, ocher peoples were present in 
addition to those descended from Jaret! 
and his famiJy; presumably those others 
were "nalive" groups.2os 

The brief Jaredice history agrees 
broadly with what we know from archaeolo­
gists about Mesoamerica in the Early and 
Middle Pre-Classic periods (about 
2000-500 s.c.). The climaxJaredite phase, 
whJch can be estimated on the basis of the 
genealogies to include the time range 
1200-900 s.c., corresponds interestingly 
with the peak Olmec development in 
southern Veracruz during the same peri­
od. Several centuries of relative cultural 
turmoil followed, according co the account 
by Ether, and in the Olmec archaeological 
sequence a similar phenomenon can be 
observed. FinallY, what had been Olmec­
derived high culture in Mesoamerican 
term essentially terminated around the 
sixth century A.c., aJthough certain ele­
ments of the old pattern continued down 
into the succeeding late Pre-Classic era. 
The rexrual account of the violent end of 
the Jared ice line at about the same time as 
the Olmec demise, followed by Jared ice 
cultural influences springing up among 
the Nephites later on, corresponds quite 
closely with the picture from archaeology 
about the fate and influence of the Olmec. 
It is inescapable that a close relationship 
existed between Olmec civilization and the 
Jaredites; nevertheless, the text from Ether 
is coo brief to permit saying that the 
Jaredites actually were the Olmecs. 

Given the space Limitations of the 
present book, it is impossible co provide 
more than b1ief hints here of how Olmec­
era Mesoamerican materials could shed 
light on the Jaredite record. This short 
section can give only a glimpse of a few 
Olmec culwral clements that might have 
been involved in Jaredite life. 



When the famous Olmec s<Ulpture shown in 
the drowing obove (see olso poge 185) wos 
discovered by farmers ot Los Limos, in the 
Isthmus of Tehuontepec, it quickly become the 
center of o modern cult. locals even 
substituted it for the community's imoge of the 
fabled Virgin of Guodolupe "becouse ii is 
older,·• they soid, and so was presumably 
more powerful. We con see from this event why 
some Olmec-period pieces hove been found 
reused in loter orchoeologicol contexts, even 
doting to Aztec times. 

Tnt j .,,,a,rt! 

Remarkable artistic sophistication is visible in 
this piece from the Olmec ero. Tattooing seems 
indicated. Animal characteristics shown on this 
man suggest the nowol, or guardian spirit, 
concept. 
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