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Abstract: The Nephi says he made his “plates of ore” after finding gold, silver, and copper 
ore deposits. In pre-Columbian Mesoamerica, an alloy called tumbaga was popular. This 
alloy consisted primarily of gold and copper, and sometimes included silver. Plates of 
tumbaga would fit witness descriptions of the weight and appearance of the plates. 
Tumbaga also had a number of practical advantages over plates of pure gold, while 
maintaining the “golden” look appropriate for a sacred object.
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The Know 
Shortly after arriving in the New World, Nephi re-
ports making “plates of  ore” to engrave his account 
on (see 1 Nephi 19:1). Although he does not tell us 
specifically which kind of  ore he used, just before 
making the plates he mentions finding “all manner 
of  ore, both of  gold, and of  silver, and of  copper” 
(1 Nephi 18:25).1 
 
Today, readers typically read these statements sepa-
rately, due to the chapter divisions made by Orson 
Pratt in 1879. In the original Book of  Mormon, how-
ever, there was no chapter break between 1 Nephi 
18:25 and 19:1.2 Thus, one can agree with Book of  
Mormon scholar Brant A. Gardner that there may 
well be “a direct connection between finding ore and 
creating the plates.”3 
 
As it turns out, an alloy that was called tumbaga by 
the Spanish was known in pre-Columbian Meso-
america. Tumbaga generally consisted of  copper, 
gold, and sometimes silver—the same three metals 
Nephi explicitly mentions finding before making his 
plates. As early as the 1960s, metallurgical technician 
Read H. Putnam suggested that this alloy may be the 
material used to make the Book of  Mormon plates.4 

 
Some considerations lend strength to this idea. 
Those who lifted the plates estimated their weight 
to be about 40–60 lbs. Plates of  that size made of  
pure gold, however, would have weighed even more. 
If  made of  tumbaga, Putnam estimated the plates 
could have weighed about 53 lbs.5  
 
More recent work by geologist and engineer Jerry 
Grover suggests a weight range of  between 53–58 
lbs. Grover also determined that the plates must 
have been approximately 90% copper, 8% gold, and 
2% silver. Otherwise they would have weighed too 
much.6 
 
What about the color of  tumbaga? Eyewitnesses de-
scribed the plates as being “golden” or having “the 
appearance of  gold.”7 William Smith, however, did 
say that the plates consisted of  “a mixture of  gold 
and copper.”8 While the alloy was naturally a red-
dish color, it was commonly made to look golden by 
leaching out the copper on the surface.9  
 
The Why 
Plates of  tumbaga make a lot of  sense, for several 
reasons. Gold is too soft, and thin gold plates would 

“I did make plates of  ore that I might engraven upon them 
the record of  my people.” 

1 Nephi 19:1
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not hold up well. The copper makes tumbaga more 
rigid and resilient, even in thin sheets.10 Moreover, 
the thin gold surface that appears after the gilding 
process would have made the plates easy to engrave, 
and would also have protected the surface from rust 
and corrosion.11 

According to Nephi, he was preparing a record of  
the “more sacred things,” and he only ever wrote 
things on his small plates that were of  sacred signifi-
cance (1 Nephi 19:5–6). In the temple or tabernacle 
of  ancient Israel, most of  the most sacred objects 
were gold or gold plated.12 These sacred words and 
objects were most highly valued and making them of  
the most precious ore reminded all who saw them of  
their enormous, eternal value. 
 
Nephi prepared his small plates as his people were 
completing the construction of  a temple “like unto 
Solomon’s temple” (2 Nephi 5:16; cf. vv. 28–32). Nu-
merous connections have been made between Ne-
phi’s account and the temple.13 As a temple text, the 
plates on which Nephi made his sacred record would 
also have been a temple object. These holy records 
were handed down in the priestly lineages of  Jacob 
and then of  Alma.  
 
Thus, the nature of  tumbaga served the purposes of  
the Lord, practically, functionally, meaningfully, sym-

bolically, and spiritually. This alloy readily available to 
Nephi allowed him, and other record-makers men-
tioned throughout the Book of  Mormon, to make 
plates that would have the necessary utility for en-
graving records while also having the proper golden 
appearance of  a sacred temple object.   
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