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Book of Mormon Geographies

1842—present

HE Book oF MORMON was

intended to be a spiritual

work—to give readers a testimo-
ny of Jesus Christ—not a people’s his-
tory and geography. However, for many
scholars who believe in the book’s literal
truth, there is a natural curiosity to dis-
cover where the events in the book took
place. Many believe that the historical
and geographic context of the Book of
Mormon can help readers better under-
stand the spiritual message, as it does
with the New Testament. Some hope
for archacological proof of the Book of
Mormon.

A variety of professional scholars
and passionate amateurs, both LDS and
RLDS, have published at least 90 theo-
ries of the location of the places and
events in the Book of Mormon. These
theories include both external models,
which attempt to correlate places in the
text to actual places in the Americas; and
internal models, which are based on geo-
graphical cues in the Book of Mormon
itself with no attempt to tie them to real
locations.

These models tend to follow a basic
“hourglass” pattern, consisting of a
“land northward” that contains the Hill
Cumorah and is the setting for the book
of Ether, and a “land southward” where
most of the Book of Mormon narra-
tive takes place (containing cities such
as Nephi, Zarahemla, and Bountiful);
these are connected by a “narrow neck of
land.” However, some researchers have
proposed other interpretations of the
same scriptures, resulting in radically
different geographies.

The introduction of new geographies
has ebbed and flowed through the years,
based on several factors: occasional state-
ments by General Authorities support-
ing (unofficially) one theory or another,
acceptance or rejection of ideas by the
community of Book of Mormon schol-
ars, and varying interest in the subject by
the general membership. Since no theory
can claim irrefutable proof of its truth,
novel ideas will continue to appear.

Brandon S. Plewe

Early Saints, including Joseph Smith, frequently
speculated about Book of Mormon lands and
peoples based on the arrowheads, burial
mounds, and other ancient artifacts they found
around them. In 1842, Joseph received a copy of
John Lloyd Stephens’ Incidents of Travel in Central
America, Chiapas and Yucatan, a best-selling
sensation due in part to its beautiful illustrations
of Mayan ruins. The Prophet and his editors pub-
lished several articles in the Times and Seasons

< about the relationships they saw between Book
of Mormon civilizations and Mesoamerica. They
focused on three sites in particular that had
been featured in Stephens’ book, even suggest-
ing that Quirigua could be the Nephite capital
Zarahemla.
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The first purely internal geography was pub-

<« lished by Lynn Layton in 1938, avoiding archae-
ological challenges by not attempting to tie
events to real locations. Authors have generally
posited that such a correlation may eventually be
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Over 90 theories of Book of Mormon geography
have been published over the past 170 years.
General locations have gone in and out of

favor, and most authors have resorted to minor
publishing houses or self-publishing to get their
ideas in print.

1840

Mesoamerica remains the location that is most
widely accepted among scholars. New theories,

such as that of Garth Norman (2006), continue to P>
place the Nephites and Lamanites in the Mayan
region, and guided group tours to “the lands of

the Book of Mormon” are very popular.
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Location

® Western Hemisphere

® Mesoamerica

® South America or Panama

® United States / New York
Other location

® Internal Model
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