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SINCE CUMORAH
NEW VOICES FROM THE DUST

BY HUGH NIBLEY, PH.D.
PROFESSOR OF HISTORY AND RELIGION, BRIGHAM YOUNG UNIVERSITY

EPILOGUE

SINCE
QUMRAN

We have often 
noted of recent 
years that the 
whole tone of 
biblical scholar-
ship has changed 

perceptibly since the discoveries of 
Qumran and Nag Hammadi.1 For 
one thing, the type of correspon-
dence we receive about the Book 

of Mormon has changed surpris-
ingly. For the first time scholars 
and clergymen both here and 
abroad are taking the Book of 
Mormon seriously. They don’t in-
tend to be taken in by it, but they 
are reading it. They are finding 
flaws in the edifice, to be sure, but 
now they wonder if there might 
not turn out to be an explanation 

for those flaws, as there has for so 
much of the Book of Mormon that 
was once thought to be impossible 
or absurd.

For example, a prize howler for 
years was the gold plates—until 
gold, silver, and bronze inscribed 
plates began to turn up on ancient 
sites: the latest are “three gold 
plaques inscribed in Etruscan and
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For ninety years 
scholars were baf-
fled by the lan-
guage on this gold 
plate from Sicily, 
thinking it to be 
pre-Greek. But in 
1964 it was iden-
tified as Hebrew. 
The experts had 
insisted on read-
ing the wrong side 
of the plate! 
Inked copy is at 
right.

Punic” found in 
1964 near an an-
cient shrine in 
Italy. They “go 
back to ca. 500 
B.C.,” and the 
language and 
characters of the 
Punic script are 
close to those of 
the Phoenician 
homeland on Le-

hi’s front door step.2 It is only quite 
recently that the writing on the 
gold plate of Comiso in Sicily has 
been recognized as Hebrew; though 
the plate has been known since 
1876, the writing was always 
thought by the experts to be the 
pre-Greek native “Sikan” language.3 
It is things like this that give us
pause.

In view of newly discovered in-
sights into the nature of ancient 
scriptures, it is getting harder and 
harder to find really serious ob-
jections to the Book of Mormon, 
and today there is a tendency to 
fall back on the one point of at-
tack that seems to have held up in 
the past, the so-called Isaiah 
question. Since this has been in 
capable hands in the past, we have 
directed our attention elsewhere; 
but constant prodding from non-
Mormons who are not just attack-
ing the Book of Mormon but 
apparently really want to know, 
combined with some very recent 
and important studies that put 
things in a new and surprising 
light, constrain us to undertake a 
brief discussion of this important 
point.

The Book of Mormon Explains 
Isaiah. Away back in the 12th 
century Ibn Ezra, a Jewish scholar, 
declared that chapters 40 to 66 of 
Isaiah seemed to form a literary 
unity, distinct in style and content 
from the rest of the book. To ex-
plain this, it was assumed that this 
part of the book was written not 

by Isaiah but by another person 
and at another time, presumably 
some 200 years later.

Since 1789 this hypothetical au-
thor has been referred to as the 
Second Isaiah or Deutero-Isaiah. 
But once the dual authorship of 
Isaiah was generally accepted, it 
soon became apparent that there 
was no need to stop at two Isaiahs. 
By applying exactly the same rea-
soning that split the original Isaiah 
in two, it was possible to break up 
the two main sections into a num-
ber of separate packages, each of 
which in turn readily yielded to 
the fragmentation process to pro-
duce scores of independent compo-
sitions, all going under the name of 
Isaiah.4 First, chapters 40-66 broke 
up into separate books, 40-55 being 
by one author and 56-66 by an-
other, duly labelled Trito-Isaiah. 
Chapters 36-39 were recognized as 
a separate book on the grounds of 
their resemblance to 2 Kings 18:13 
-20:19.

The earlier Isaiah, chapters 1-35, 
became a swarm of separate say-
ings glued together, according to 
one school, from a large number 
of smaller or medium-sized collec-
tions and, according to another 
school, gathered as minor additions 
to a central main work. Some 
scholars agreed that chapters 1-12 
and 13-23 represented separate col-
lections, though each had his own 
theory as to how, when, where, and 
by whom such collections were 
made.5 There is no point to going 
into the subject in detail. Typical 
is the present dating of the so-called 
Trito-Isaiah, which is variously 
placed in the 3rd, 4th, 5th, 6th, 
7th, and 8th centuries B.C.®

The most recent survey of the 
whole Isaiah problem reaches the 
conclusion that because of its “very 
long and complicated prehistory” 
it will “never be possible to achieve 
a completely satisfying and thor-
oughly convincing analysis” of the 

original book of Isaiah.7
But our concern is not with the 

unity of Isaiah but with the dating 
of the Deutero-Isaiah, since the 
charge against the Book of Mor-
mon is that it quotes from that 
work, which did not exist at the 
time Lehi left Jerusalem. The 
dating of Deutero-Isaiah rests on 
three things: (1) the mention of 
Cyrus (44:28), who lived 200 years 
after Isaiah and long after Lehi, 
(2) the threats against Babylon 
(47:1, 48:14), which became the 
oppressor of Judah after the days 
of Isaiah, and (3) the general lan-
guage and setting of the text which 
suggest a historical background 
commonly associated with a later 
period than that of Isaiah.8

The late date of Deutero-Isaiah 
is one of those things that has been 
taken for granted by everybody for 
years, so that today it would be 
hard to find a scholar who could 
really explain it and impossible 
to find one who could prove it. 
The Isaiah question belongs pre-
eminently to that “large part of the 
questions about the history and 
prehistory of the Old Testament” 
which, as J. A. Soggin has recently 
noted, “were formulated at a time 
when men possessed a different 
concept of historical study and a 
much smaller knowledge of the an-
cient East” than they do today.9 
Until recently, Soggin observes, 
biblical scholarship was dominated 
by “the dream of the completely 
objective investigator, or at least 
by the belief that such an ideal 
was attainable.”10

But with the passing of authori-
tarian absolutes in scholarship, the 
interpretation of Isaiah has become 
increasingly fluid. Thus, Eissfeldt 
can now. tell us that references to 
Cyrus or Babylon do not neces-
sarily date the chapters or even 
the verses in which they appear, 
the passages being so typically 
“Isaiah” that the names may well
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be later substitutions.11 He notes 
that Isaiah always preached the 
restoration as well as the destruc-
tion of Jerusalem (he named his 
first child “The Returning Rem-
nant”! ), and that the threat and 
the promise go necessarily and in-
separably together, so that the 
optimism of Deutero-Isaiah is no 
sign of separate authorship.12 He 
notes that there has never been 
any agreement among the experts 
as to what are “characteristically 
Isaiah” thoughts and expressions,13 
and that while one group of 
scholars sees carefully planned or-
ganization and development in the 
arrangement of the writings, an-
other cannot detect the slightest 
trace of either.11 Finally he con-
cludes with pointing out that there 
is a very close overall resemblance 
among all the chapters of Isaiah 
and that if there is no chapter that 
does not contain genuine utter-
ances of the prophet, neither is 
there a chapter that does not con-
tain unauthentic passages.15

The trouble with dating any part 
of Isaiah, as Eissfeldt points out, is 
that we have nothing really defi-
nite to go on; fixing dates or places 
with reference to “any religious or 
spiritual concepts is very uncertain. 
... all we have to go by is general 
impressions, and we must be satis-
fied at best with mere possi-
bilities.”16

In the past, scholars have put 
great confidence in their ability to 
assign origins to documents on the 
evidence of the general language 
and setting of the text. A classic 
example is the impassioned utter-
ance of Isaiah against the wicked 
nations, plainly the cry of an af-
flicted people to be avenged on 
their enemies, plainly an eschato-
logical yearning that breathes the 
spirit of the Exile, which therefore 
must have been written during the 
Exile and by one of the exiles, long 
after Isaiah’s day. And so we can 
identify Deutero-Isaiah.

But, as Eissfeldt now points out, 
there is no reason why the impreca-

tions against the nations should not 
have been uttered against the As-
syrian army and empire in Isaiah’s 
day, embracing as they did all the 
nations in their sinister host.17 Nor, 
as other scholars note, is there any 
reason why one must be an exile 
to write about the Exile; how far 
can we trust the insight of the ex-
perts when each can tell us that 
it is obvious to him that the Exile 
passages were written in Babylon 
(Volz), Palestine (Mowinckel), 
Egypt (Marti), or Lebanon 
(Duhm)?ls

The most telling dichotomy be-
tween Isaiah and Deutero-Isaiah in 
time is the emphasis of the latter 
on the apocalypse of bliss—the re-
turn of the exiles and the rebuild-
ing of the holy city and temple, as 
against the grim apocalypse of woe 
that prevails in earlier Isaiah. But 
again, we are now being reminded 
that the two conceptions always 
form an indivisible whole in the 
thinking of Isaiah—you can’t think 
of a gathering unless there has 
been a scattering and vice versa: 
they do not represent two different 
concepts of history at all, but one 
and the same doctrine that is basic 
to all the prophets and much older 
than Isaiah. This is a thing that 
is being increasingly emphasized 
today in the light of comparative 
studies which show that the idea 
of a cyclic concept of things, of 
alternate periods of suffering and 
defeat followed by victory and 
prosperity, is attested very early in 
the Egyptian and Babylonian liter-
ature and seems to have been a 
fundamental part of the ritual pat-
terns of the ancient East from very 
early times.19

Because the eschatological and 
apocalyptic element dominates in 
the later apocrypha, it was long 
assumed to be a later religious de-
velopment, but the comparative 
study of ancient ritual texts and 
monuments and their discovery in 
constantly increasing numbers is 
definitely changing the picture.19 

(To Be Continued)
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Buffs & Rebuffs
(Continued from page 608) 
member comes away disgusted and 
says, “That’s the last time we are 
going there.” But his money—his vote 
—is in the box office where it counts. 
The next week the theater plays a 
good family film that the family ig-
nores while telling their friends how 
degrading movies are. Yes, many 
films are degrading, but there are still 
some that uplift and entertain.

May we comment on another item: 
We hope no church member is using 
the theater as cheap baby-sitting ser-
vice. When one hires someone to 
care for his children, dependability is 
a requisite, and yet how careless are 
some people about the type of audio-
visual influence to which they subject 
their children.

We are encouraged to know that 
church members are interested to the 
point that something will be done.

Mr. and Mrs. Daniel L. Stitt 
Woodburn, Oregon

Rarotonga
Photographs on page 407 of the May 

Improvement Era are of Rarotonga as 
the picture captions indicate, rather 
than Tonga as the page heading 
indicates.
Patrick Daly Dalton
The president of the Tongan Mission is 
Patrick Daly Dalton rather than Patrick 
D. Daly, Jr., as reported on page 403 of 
the May issue of the Era.
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