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Introduction 

T
his volume is primarily about ancient civi­

lization in Mesoamerica (Mexico and Central 

America). Ir also shows ways in whjch that 

civilization relates to the life of peoples described in 

the Book of Mormon. The connection wilJ be 

unclear to cwo types of readers, who come to the 

book with contrasting assumptions. The first con­

sists of those (generally not members of the Church 

of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints) who do nor con­

sider the Book of Mormon to be factual. The sec­

ond are religious believers ("Mormons") who rever­

ence that book as soipture but are not well 

acquainted with what is known abou t the ancient 

world. How, both groups may ask, can what has 

been learned by scholars about ancient America help in visualizing Book of 

Mormon life, as the title of this volume implies? An explanation of what the 

author sees as the connection wiJJ help readers gee off on the right foot. 

The author has studied, caught, and published on ancient Mesoamerica at 

a professional level for nearly five decades. This book's discussions and choice 

of images reflect chat experience. Yet most of his career has been as a socio­

cultural anthropologist, nor as an archaeologist. From his perspective even the 

best books describing the civilization of Mesoamerica are disappointingly nar­

row, being far more concerned with material remains than with the people 

who left them behind. This volume tries co redress that failure by constructing 

a picture using striking visual materials and words that communicate a fuller 

scope of Mesoamerican culture and society. 

Latter-day Saints in the past have often grasped at archaeological straws in 

I NTROOl/6110'1 

Allred Perdv-01 Moudsloy, on English 
gentleman archaeologist, is shown al work in 
o room In the Monjos strudure ol Chichen ltza 
in 1891. This dassic scene epitomizes both the 
drudgery and the glamour of traditional 
archaeology in Mesoomerico. 

1 



2 

supposing that aJJ the ruins are somehow "Nephite" or "Lamanite." Moreover, 

few readers of that record compiled by Mormon have gained from it an 

accurate picture of how the Nephites or Lamanites may have lived. 

Latter-day Saints accept the Book of Mormon as scripture, comparable in 

importance to the BibJe. Most secular scholars of course have a different view. 

Historically most of the scam attention they have paid co the Book of Mormon 

has focused on the dispute about its origin. Few of the critics of the LDS posi­

tion consider the volume ancient; most have claimed that it is merely a literary 

product of young Joseph Smith, or of some other nineteenth-cent lily New 

Englander. 

In recent decades, a growing cadre of Mormon (and a few non-Mormon1
) 

scholars have approached the book as an ancient text that deserves analysis in 

its own right, without particular concern for ics status in Latter-day Saint reli­

gion. This development has shifted some attention from the apology/criticism 

conflict toward research that follows the canons of conventional scholarship 

as applied to the study of other ancient documents. Although non-Latter-day 

Saine researchers remain largely unaware of this work, these studies have 

demonstrated that there is indeed new light to be shed on and by the volume. 

It is not implausible now to view the book as a source from and a neglected 

window on ancient life and history.2 

Dr. Hugh Nibley began this type of analysis forty-five years ago in his work 

Lehi in the Desert. He carefully examined the initial portion of the Book of 

Mormon and documented that what it says about the departure of Lehi and his 

family from the land of]udah soon after 600 a.c. and their subsequent hisco1y 

includes details about the ancient Near East that even scholars could not have 

known until after publication of the Book of Mormon in 1830.3 Subsequent stud­

ies have done the same thing in reference to the A.rne1ican scene; the text pre­

sencs facts about the geography, history, and cultures of the peoples of Ame1ica 

that could not have been known m Smith or any other nineteenth-century 

writer.~ These studies have also demonstrated an internal consistency in the 

Book of Mormon text thac would not be expected in a work of historical fiction.~ 

What portion of America was the scene for the Nephjtes and other 

peoples treated in the Book of Mormon.? Nearly all qualified scholars who 

have dealt with that question have come to agree on Mesoamerica, that is, the 

area of high civilization in central and southern Mexico and northern Central 

America. Despite some disagreement over specifics, a significant consensus 

among LDS researchers now correlates the central lands spoken of in the 

Nephite record with the territory between Guatemala City and the city of 

Veracruz, Mexico.6 



Some of the features of culture and history mentioned in the record are 

still puzzling when compared with modern scholarly knowledge about 

Mesoamerica. Still, a large majority of the record's statements are reconcilable, 

and in fact are congruent, with secular findings on Mesoamerican civilization. 

Striking and subtle agreements are found between certain details in the book 

and those uncovered by the work of scholars.' 

A more extensive treatment of how the Book of Mormon relates geo­

graphically to Mesoamerica is given in the last quarter of this book. 

The research just sketched has shown that we can be certain that only 

Mesoamerica could have been the scene on which the events recorded in the 

Nephite account were played out. A premise of this book, Images of Ancient 

America, is that the Book of Mormon account (aside from its shore treatment 

of founding events in the Near Ease) is an ancient record mainly of certain 

events in part of Mesoamerica between approximately 600 B.C. and A.D. 400. 

This does not mean that the scripture constitutes ''a history of 

Mesoamerica." Mormon edited the account in the lace fourth cenru1y A.D. 

from earlier documents, and apparently the form and content of the record 

from which the Book of Mormon was translated by Joseph Smith were similar 

in important ways to a Mesoamerican codex or native book.8 Mormon was d1e 

last leader of the Nephites, the central people he described and with whom 

he was destroyed in battle. His abridged account treats events spanning a 

thousand-year period that was of key concern co his royal lineage, the 

Nephjces.9 Yet the text of the Book of Mormon makes cleat that other peoples 

were on the scene besides his line and descendants of the ocher parties who 

arrived from rhe Old World by boat as reported in the record .1° In short, while 

Book of Mormon groups were involved in Mesoamerica, there had to remain 

much that was Mesoamerican not alluded to in the Nephices' lineage history. 

Agreement between information in Mormon's text and facts known from 

scholarship can shed light in three ways. First, ideas, motives, behavior, social 

roles, sites, and artifacts mentioned in or implied by the Book of Mormon tex:r 

may be clarified by reference to facts known about Mesoan1erica. Second, 

relating Book of Mormon statements to the world known from external 

research can bring to readers as they consult the Book of Mormon a sense of 

realism that they could not have experienced by relying on the text alone. Just 

as books that connect Bible scenes, events, and cbaraccers to ancient Near 

Eastern life benefit readers of the Bible who study them, the present work can 

enlighten anyone seeking contextual information about the world in which 

Book of Mormon events cook place. And third, when they read with sufficient 

care what we might call Mormon's codex, Mesoamericanist scholars can 

INTRO/JI C T/OX 
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discover unexpected information about the area of their concern at an early 

time period. 

The most ambitious work showing how the peoples and cultures in the 

Book of Mormon articulate with groups and scenes in Mesoamerica is the 

author's 1985 book, An Ancient American Setting/or the Book of Mormon. 11 

Many readers have found it a useful resource in Linking the two bodies of data. 

But its nature and scope did not allow doing justice to the visual dimension. 

The present volume aims to make up that lack. 

The word visualizing in this book's subtitle is intended to suggest that 

when readers carefully study the verbal sketches and visual images, they will 

equip themselves better to picture the conditions under which the Nephites 

and Lamanites lived. Those who do so can understand Mormon's record more 

completely I parti.cularly hope that artists, filmmakers, pageant producers, and 

writers who deal with the Book of Mormon will enrich and discipline their 

creative work by use of the information in this book. The subtitle does not 

mean, however, that I think the illustrations show spedficalJy Nephite artifacts 

or scenes. 

Unfortunately, high-quality visual images are not available on eveiy rele­

vant subject. The more subjective areas of any people's culture, such as beliefs 

and feelings, are hard to document from objects. It would have been ideal had 

the pictures that are available come exclusively from the portions of 

Mesoamerica where the Nephites most likely lived and had they elated specifi­

cally from their era. Instead, it has often been necessary to use illustrations 

from pre-Nephite and post-Nephite times and from localities where that people 

probably did not live. Yet it is as reasonable to use those complementary 

resources as for books on Bible lands to use pictures of, say, modern deserc­

dwelling Bedouins to illustrate certain lifeways that may not have changed 

basically since the days of the Old Testament patriarchs thousands of years 

ago. Similarly this book takes advantage of illustrations of Aztec or Maya (i.e. , 

clearly non-Nephite) and even modern-day scenes and objects to show what 

some elements of Nephite culture could have been like generally. Until a more 

specific identification can be made of who the Nephites were in Mesoameri­

can terms, we must often be satisfied with generic pictures of their culture 

that accessible sources provide us. 

In any case the burden of picturing Book of Mormon scenes, or of 

Mesoamerican scenes as such, remains on the user of this book. May your 

visualizing be both accurate and exciting. 
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The Land 
Mesoamerica 

T
he highest civilization in the Western Hemi­
sphere before the arrival of the European 
conquerors \.Vas in the area we know today 

as central and southern Mexico and Guatemala. 
UntU the middle of rhe twentieth century vague 
or awkward terms-like Middle America-were 
used LO distingtlish this civilized area between the 
North and South American continencs. In 1943 
anthropologist Paul Kirchoff identified more d1an 
a dozen features-for example, wtiting systems, 
sacred temple cowers, nibuce-collecting govern­
ments, and bloody sacrifice-that were shared by 
culrures throughout this area. He proposed that 
the area where those features occurred be called 
Mesoamerica ("in-between America'').12 Most 
scholars liked the clarity of his definition and soon 
adopted the name. . 

The term civilized clearly applies co this 
area. Only in the Andean zone of South America 
was there a possible New World rival, but the 
lack of clear evidence for writing (one of the 
usual diagnostic traits of civilization) in that zone 
has left irs civilized status questionable. All other 
areas in the Americas were inhabited by less 
complex societies. During several time pe1iods 
Mesoamerican culture scrongly influenced bod1 
North and South America. To some degree, coo, 
actual population movements spread Mesoamer­
ican genes over those continental territories. 

VISUALIZING BOOK Of MOR310N LIFE 

Research on the text of the Book of Mormon over 
the post half century hos mode o convincing 

case that the New World events involving the 

Nephites, Lomonites, and Joredites of that record 
took place in Mesoornerico. The geographic, cl imat­

ic, and cultural characteristics of the Nephite and 
lomonite "land of promise" (1 Nephi 2:20) laid out 
in the Nephite record demonstrate that only a lim­

ited territory o few hundred miles in extent was 
involved in their history and that what the text soys 

about that setting fits very wel l in central and south­
ern Mexico and Guatemala. 13 

6 
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Yucatan Peninula 
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The Variety within 
Mesoamerica 
Environments 

W
hile cen:ain features were found 
throughout Mesoamerica, each 
region showed peculiarities 

based on the fact that the people of each 
locality faced differing environmental con­
ditions and had their own local hjscories as 
guides. The hist0ry and cultural develop­
mem of pre-Columbian Mesoame1ica over­
all was complex and had varied local 
effects. Por example, a people located near 
the center of the civilization typically bor­
rowed ideas and behavior from their 
neighbors much sooner than people locat­
ed out on the margin. Also, populous ter­
ritories were more likely to generate spe­
cialists who could develop, exploic, and 
pass on advanced skills and knowledge. 

Undisturbed tropical forest is no longer 
exlensive, os it was in the lowlands long ago, 
but less lofty, second growth jungle like this in 
the Tuxllos Mountains zone of Veracruz is 
common. It illustrates the bountiful vegetation 
found in much of the hot lowlands, or lierro 
coliente. 

8 

A large segment al the state of Oaxaca, seen 
here, displays wildly broken terrain. Only o 
few favorable settlement spots appear amidst 
predominant wilderness. One observer hos 
described the topography of Mesaomerica as 
being 'like a piece of crumpled poper." 
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Uplands like lhese near Chimoltenongo, Guolemolo, were also ogritulturolly rich and the high elevation made for a 
pleosonl dimale. A sizable oncieni population lived here, although the irregular topography discouraged the growth of 
large cities. 

A few valleys and plateau oreas with o temperate dimote (tierro lemplodo) offer sizable settlemenl areas where 
agriculture <auld support considerable numbers of inhabitants. The wide, flat Gntolopo River volley of weslern Chiopos 
was one such oreo. Us slrotegi< position mode ii o major route for travelers headed northward 10 lhe isthmus, and so ii 
remains today. 

Jn some lowland oraos extensive boggy wellonds ore common. However. small elevations in the midsl of the swamps 
provide excellent soil for cullivotion and settlement, such os al the site of lo Vento, Tabasco, on islet from which this 
photo was token. 

10 

Mesoameriai constituted a more com­
plex mosaic of environments and cultu res 
than many other culture areas. China, for 
example, was characterized anciently by 
comparative culLUral unit)~ as conquerors 
o r rulers in chaL huge territory imposed 
similar ways of doing chjngs in whatever 
parr.5 they controlled. Bur probably no 
such politically dominant empire ever 
existed in Mesoamerica; conquests by or 
c:onracLS becween localiLies tended to be 
relatively Lemporary and co produce only 
modest changes in rhe territories affected. 
In face most Mesoamericans Lived out their 
lives acquainted only with the miniculcure 
of rheir locality-ways of life whose derails 
were shared in a single valley or limited 
tiibal area. The mass of people who lived 
as little as fifty miles, let alone three hun­
dred, from another group rarely encoun­
tered any of Lhem. 

The fr-.:1gmemed physical environment 
discouraged uniformity among the peoples 
and their cultures. Far more of the Lerri­
mry consisLed of hard-ro-u-averse moun­
tains or jungle than of lands readily usable 
for settlement and cultivation. Rivers were 
shon or segmented by narure so they 
were of little use as aids ro travel. 

owhere in Mesoamerica do we find an 
equivalenc of, for example, Egypt's Nile 
River, whose agriculturally rich floodplain 
stretched continuously for hundreds of 
miles and whose smoorh cou rse favored 
communication by boat. Mesoamerica 
could more appropriately be compared 
LO a scattered archipelago, its smallish 
" islands" of culture and settlement sepa­
rated by a difficult "sea" of wilderness. 

The physical environment in Meso­
america that most impresses visitors from 
remperaLe lands is tropical forest, or 
jungle. There are large areas of this heavy 
vegetation in the eastern portions of the 
area. \V.nds coming inland from the Gulf 
of Mexico or Caribbean Sea produce abun­
dant rains there as the moist air is raised 
and cooled when it encounters inland 
mountains. The result is giant trees and 
thick undergrowth that make cultivating 
the soil difficult. The heavy rain also washes 
many nutrients from the soil; thus only a 
thin layer of productive soil remains after 
the heavy plant growth has been cleared 
off. Building up large, stable populations 
and senJements in this setting was a 
real chaUenge. The discomfort of high 



humidity and cemperacure sri ll imposes 
obstacles to che development of stable civ­
ilized life there, as it did anciently. 

Spots within che mountainous areas 
provided more favorable environments for 
settlemem. Certain areas in elevaced val­
leys and on plateaus pennined intensive 
settlement, but che extent of tl1ose favored 
territories was limited. In many mountain 
zones the climate was drier and more tem­
perate than in the wet lowlands, with 
more marked seasonal variation in the 
rains. People in the Mesoamerican area 
rypicalJy speak of thi-ee types of environ­
ment, basing their classification on tem­
perac-ure, which usually relates to eleva­
tion: hoc lands (essentially the flat low­
land), temperate lands (mostly intermedi­
ate in elevation). and cold lands (high ele­
vations). Of course, crops and cultivation 
techniques as well as building materials 
and house forms tended to differ from 
zone co zone. Because of che mountainous 
nature of the terrain, rwo or even all three 
of rhe temperature/land types cou ld exist 
within a few miles of each other. 

Throughout Mesoamerica, distinct wer 
and dry seasons are experienced. In che 
summer months (May through September) 
the tropical sun heats tl1e land, causing che 
air to rise. The rise pulls in moist air from 
neighbo1ing oceans and that causes the 
rains already mentioned. WhiJe the mois­
ture is essential fo r che growing crops, che 
clamp, cloudy conditions result in cooler 
temperatures; thus "summer" feels like 
winter could be expected co feel. Further­
more, the rain impedes travel by making 
trails muddy and by flooding low areas. 
ln the dtier part of the year (November 
to April) first harvesting and later new 
planting cake place, and obviously travel 
becomes easier then. Anciently wars were 
fought in che dry period. 

The variety in local environments fos­
tered variations in culture. In rhe most 
diverse areas, several ecological niches 
existed in close proximity co each other, 
which allowed different peoples co exist 
near each other w ithout necessarily clash­
ing over use of the same resources. for 
example, farmers who lived only a few 

t°Nl'I O RN~G.YT S 

Because few forge bodies of water or eosily 
navigable rivers are found in Mesoomerica, 
boot transportation wos little developed ond 
fishing wa.s not o major occupation. Beautiful 
lake Alillan in highland southern Guatemala 
is an exception; o network of villages al the 
few viable settlement spots along its steep 
shore still toke advantage of this rich resource. 

11 
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miles from the sea might have cared noth­
ing about fishing but would have happily 
exchanged goods with coastal dwellers 
who exploited the maritime resources. 
The groups might even have spoken very 
different languages. Given how Mesoam er­
ican terri tory is broken into many ecologi­
cal zones, it is no surprise that at the time 
of the Spanish Conquest in Lhe 1520s as 
many as two hundred languages were spo­
ken in Mesoamerica. and many cultural 
details distinguished the peoples thus set 
off from each Other. Yee local differences 
were bridged by a veneer of shared con­
cepts and customs we call Mesoamerican 

cMJizarion. 

VIS UALIZING BOOK Of MORMON LIFE 

The Book of Mormon pictures its peoples 
settled in o tropical area where travelers 

were regularly reported as moving up or 
down over broken terrain. Wilderness sur­
rounded or abutted on settled areas. For 

instance, a Lomonite army only a few days 
from its homeland could not find the way 

bock wiihout guidance from its enemies (see 
Mosioh 23:30, 35-6); another party was lost 
for "many days" (Mosioh 8:8), wondering 
hundreds of miles without ever fully realizing 

where they hod traveled (see Mosioh 8:7- 11; 
21 :25- 7); wilderness lairs afforded guerrilla 
oullows safe haven, while oulhorities from 

nearby settled lands who sought to conlrol 
them were unable to do so (see Helomon 

11 :25, 27- 33). 
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THI GRIJALVA RIVER 
DEPRESSION 

O ne major river system thol ployed a 
significant role in the lives of ancient 

Mesoomericons was the Grijalva in the Mexi­

can stole of Chiopos. Its upper basin, coiled 
the Central Depression, begins where the 

river's headwaters descend precipitously from 
the bond of mountains in western Guatemala. 

Along the stream's northwestward course 
through the enclosed, semiarid depression, the 
narrow strip of good soil laid down by the 

river's flooding and the sure water supply fur­
nished by the stream encouraged the building 
of towns and cities at such sites as those today 

called lo Libertod, Santo Roso, Chiopo de 

Corzo, and so on (nobody knows their ancient 
names). 

A generation ago a hydroeledric dam 
was built tho! flooded the upper port of the 
Central Depression, including hundreds of 
archaeological sites. 

At the northwest end of the Central 
Depression, the river hos cul o spectacular 

canyon with nearly vertical walls. Through it 
the stream descends toward the coast in the 
state of Tabasco. There the river branches to 

form on immense, swampy delta before it 
reaches the Gulf of Mexico. 

VISUALIZING BOOK OF MOR!fON LIFE 

The only river mentioned in the Book of 
Mormon is the Sidon. Analysis of the 

extensive textual references to ii and its relation 
to the land of Zorohemlo shows that the land 

essentially constituted o major portion of the 
drainage basin of the river. For the Nephites 

the river took on its identity as the Sidon neor 
its head, upstream from the land of Monti 
where ii emerged from a narrow strip of 

wilderness (see Alma 22:29; 43:22, 24, 27, 
31-5, 40-2). Tributaries obviously swelled the 

stream somewhat as ii passed adjacent to the 
city and immediate land of Zorohemlo (see 

Alma 2: 1). No mention is mode about the 
course of the river in the lowlands as it 

opprooches the sea, which could hove been 
because the river lost its identity as it forked 

info channels -that formed a delta near the 
coos!. 



As tributaries swell the How, the Grijalva becomes o lull-ff edged, impressive river. In 
some yeors heavy seasonal rains upstreom caused damaging floods along its course 
through the basin. Mojor dams control the Roods today. 

At El Sumldero (The Drain) the stream runs three thousand lee! below the crest ol this canyon rim 
where the river exits the Central Depression. A modem dam downstream has now backed up lake 
waters through mosl ol the canyon, stilling what used to be entirefy impassable rapids. 

The Central Depression of Chiapos 
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The Variety within 
Mesoamerica 
Cultures 

M
ost people have heard of the Aztecs, rhe Zap0tecs, 
rhe Maya, and so on. Less is known about how 
much variety sometimes hid beneath such cultural 

labels. For example, the Aztec heartland, the Valley of Mexi­
co and irs environs, included dozens of languages and 
groups who were ruled by a multitribal combine (the 'Iriple 
AIJiance) setclecl in a metropolis, Tenochtitlan, that had 
once been three rival cities. Many of the inhabitanrs of this 
t:osmopoliran area in central Mexico knew rwo, three, or 
four tongues. East of the metropolis lived the Tlaxcalans, 
whose boundary lay only thirty miles from the Aztec capi­
tal. The Tlaxcalans had maintained independence from 
their hated neighbors for centuries. Then on the west of 
the great capital lay the Tarascans; they coo had never been 
conquered. Each of these peoples (and others not men­
tioned here) were as different from the others as the Eng­
lish from the French or the Germans from the ltalians. 

Cultural valiety also prevailed in more distant Meso­
american cerritoiies. For example, the Zapotecs in wbat is 
today the state of Oaxaca dwelt cheek by jowl with Mixtecs, 
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Amuzgos, Toques, Cuicacecs, etc. Meanwhile, "the Maya" so 
often spoken of in relation co Me-;oametica's history were 
speakers of at least thiny languages that were spread over 
eastern and southern Mesoame1ica. Many differences in envi­
ronmental settings, styles of arc and architecture, religious 
systems, social arrangements, and governmental forms were 
rnanifesc among these groups. So we neetl co be reminded 
frequently that what we for convenience term ancient 
Mesoametican civilization was no more a uniform entity than 
was anciem Near Eastern civilization. 

A good deal of the variation consisted of details on 
widely shared themes. lt is because there were basic com­
monalities that we can speak of Mesoamertca as an over­
arching culnire area. People of one group kne"~ for exam­
ple, that a certain god or custom among their neighbors 
was more or less equivalent to one of their own. Knowl­
edgeable individuals, such as merchants who had traveled 
about, were capable of making Lranslations between their 
own cultural ideas and those of other groups on a ''when in 
~orne, do as the Romans do" basis. Thus the pattern of life 
was somewhat similar for all groups, especially within a 
given region, and not startlingly different throughout the 
resc of Mesoamerica, despite the fact that locals had their 
own ways of acting and thinking. 

This fragmentation means that exceptions can always 
be poimed ouc whenever we try co generalize about 



things Mesoame1ican. All char can be 
done in che brief compass of this 
book is to make statements abouL 
whaL is more or less typical. Readers 
can understand the essential infor­
mation without mastering all the 
im1icacies of i:he diverse ancient 
scene. 
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C HR ONO LOGY OF MAJOR CULTURES 

Spanish Conquest 
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IL L<; also im portanc co realize that 
some major pauerns of Mesoameri­
can life did not d1ange in their funda­
mentals over a period of two thou­
sand or even three thousand years 
before che Spaniards arrived. Such 
comparative continuity means chaL 
when we look aL clothing, houses, 
cultivation techniques, or customs of 
community cooperation in one peri­
od, we can gain valuable clues about 
how life went on in both earlier and 
later times as well. 
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The map on page 14 suggests 
some of the cul tural groupings in 
Mesoame1ica that are often referred 
to, although the derails are impossi­
ble LO show on a map. 
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VISUAL I ZI NG BO OK Of M OUION L I FE 

The groups who porlicipoted in Book of Mormon history 
were represented in that record as varying culturally in 

details even while o core of widely shored ideas and lifewoys 
allowed them to interact with eoch other on a predictable 
basis. The social and physical isolation and separatism of 
groups we hove seen in Mesoomerico wos matched among 
Nephites and lamonites. Within the land of Zorohemlo, for 
instance, although o common government held control, in 
name al least, over oll locol lands, the people in the land of 
Ammonihoh virtual ly thumbed their nose at the ruling powers 
in the nominal capitol city (see Alma 8: 11-3, 17). The 
Zoramltes provide another case: we ore first told of their 

VlllaJl<':.., farming ~l' 11011' 

pursuing stronge religious customs and holding weird beliefs 
(weird, that is, lo someone from Zorahemlo) , and soon they 
went even further and seceded politically in order to join the 
Lomoniles (see Alma 31 :59; 31 : 1-4). Rebel groups sprang 
up repeatedly at no great distance from the Nephite capitol 
city (see Alma 2:2, 13; 51: 16-20; 61 :3- 5). Each sow them­
selves as significantly different from those who ruled them. 
One of the causes of this fragmentation was that geographi­
cal separation and travel difficulties resulted in poor commu­
nication; even the chief military commender of the Nephites, 
Moroni ,, did not learn for several years what hod been going 
on with some of his forces ot the borders of the notion just o 
few hundred miles away (see Alma 56: l - 2; 58:8- 9; 59:2; 
60: 1- 3). 
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The Variety within 
Mesoamerica 
Ethnic Groups 

W
hen lhe firsl Europeans anived 
in the New World five centuries 
ago, they didn'L write in much 

derail about the biological traits of the 
inhabitants, although some did refer to 
particular groups as having "white'· or 
nearly white skins. Other groups were 
noticeably darker. t~ Columbus himself 
claimed that there were "black" people 
in Central or South Ame1ica.1s 

Physi<.'al anthropologists, who are 
concerned with humanity's biological 
variations, have argued the issue of 
American Indian unity or variation for 
over a century. Ar the beginning of the 
twentieth century, rhe notion was wide­
spread Lhac a number of different races 
had migrated to America from the Old 
World, but soon the weak logic, data, 
and methods thaL had been used to sup­
port this theory were decisively 
acracked. Anthropologists generally 
came tO argue for rhe basic similarity of 
all American Lntlians, although some 
European and Latin American experts 
found the evidence for a single ancestty 
less persuasive than the :'lorth Ameri­
cans did. 

Full consensus has continued co 
evade the scholars. The more numerous 
and more powerful wing still claim that 
all American lndians are essentially simi­
lar in biological makeup, with only 
minor exceptions, and thal a single, very 
ancient origin (except for a few late­
comers co northern North America via 
Alaska) is the explanation for the unifor­
mity. A minority of competent specialists 
protesr that the uoiformitarian view is 
based on insufficient evidence and rhaL 
it is LOO early co rule out the possibility 
that different groups arrived in the 
Americas co encer into the makeup of 
the Ame1ican Indian. 
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For example, a conference held in 
1990 still encountered the conflict. The 
argument for a straightforward origin of 
Amerindians via the Bering Strait was 
said to have been "undone" by certain 
archaeologists, linguists, and geneticisLs. 
One study reported at the meeting used 
the recently developed DNA technique 
to show "that there were at least 11 
major lineages [ or biological Lines in the 
Americas], possibly more.''I<> 

The experts use three sources of 
data about ancient racial or ethnic fea­
tures. First they study preserved skeletal 
material or tissue, but good specimens 
are scarce and interpretations can dif­
fer, 11 even though a majority see relative 
uniformity.is A second source is pre­
Columbian an . Ancient anises some­
times showed striking differences in tl1e 
appearance of human figures, including 
skin color. Were the differences they 
showed due jusr co the artist's whim? 
Was the use of body paint tl1e reason for 
the different skin shades, or were the 
differences due ro va1iable ethnic and 
racial origins? The third source of data 
on 1.he question, the appearance of the 
living descendants of the ancient peoples, 
seems to some observers to confirm Lhat 
the variations were biologically real, for 
they also show wide differences in skin 
color and overall appearance, beyond 
what can be accounted for by any late 
mixing with the Spanish conquerors. 

Differences of degree ol skin darkness moy 
be monilest in this mural from Bonompok in 
the ninth century A.O., although some believe 
that body point may explain the different 
hues represented. Yet ii is reasonable that 
differences in skin pigmentation were 
present long ago when we consider the 
diverse ancient faces displayed in the next 
sertion. 

About A.O. 1100 o mural pointer al Chichen 
ltzo in Yucatan plainly distinguished degrees 
of darkness of skin color on the men in this 
boot. The scene that includes this detail hos 
been interpreted by some (non-Mormon) 
observers as showing o military defeat and 
ravaging of the light-skinned folks by the 
darker-skinned group." 



VISUALIZING BOOK OF MOUION LIFE 

M ormon's record gives only minimal informofion about who! 

Nephites or lomonites looked like. Statements about skin 
color ore mode at a couple of points. The earliest Nephites 
were said to hove been ''white" or "fair" (2 Nephi 5:21 ),20 while 

lomonites were stereotyped as 11dork" (1 Nephi 12:23). later, 
however, certain Lomonite descendants were considered white 

like the Nephites (see 3 Nephi 2: 15-6), while no hint is given 
that the skins of the numerous Nephite dissenters who become 

lomonites darkened. We cannot develop on objective picture 
from the subjective statements that ore all the text gives us. That 
leaves the question of biological variety open and complicated. 

Other peoples were evidently present in the area when 
Nephi's and Mulek's parties orrived.21 For all the text indicates, 

they could hove induded Mongoloid types. Very probably they 
involved unacknowledged descendants of the Joredites, for per­
sonal names, plants, and cultural elements known among that 

earlier group show up among the Nephites without any historical 
explonotion.22 We hove no way to know the biology of those 

E T N •IC G101• ,s 

Joredite descendants. The numerous people of Zorahemla (com­
monly called "Mulekites" in LOS discourse, although not in the 

Book of Mormon tex1 itselQ shored the land of Zorohemlo with 
the Nephites and become port of Nephite society. No facts about 

their biology ore given in the text. 
Throughout most if not allot Book of Mormon history, the 

terms Lamanite and Nephite signaled political and cultural affili­

ations, not biology. Skin color and other biological features with­
in either faction could hove varied considerably. Then, too, puz­

zling groups show up in Nephite history without adequate expla­
nation. Who the Amolekites were and where they come from ore 
questions never clarified; and the Amulonites in only a single 

generation ore said to hove become almost as numerous as the 
Nephites!23 Obviously, much more was going on and more 

peoples and cultures were involved in Book of Mormon history 
than modern readers usually deted when reading Mormon's terse, 

one-sided account. Given such uncertainties, it is well to remem­
ber Hugh Nibley's caution, ''There is not a word in the Book of 
Mormon to prevent the coming to this hemisphere of any num­

ber of people from any port of the world at any time."24 
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A Gallery of 
Ancient Faces 

T
he faces shown here are not claimed to be 
representative of the population of Meso­
ameti ca at any particular tirne. Collected an 

objects can never provide a satisfactory basis for 
estabUshing what was representative. Rather, these 
countenances have been selected co demonsu-ate 
that anciently a surprising variery of human rypes 
coexisted in the area. A different selection of fig­
ures would have to be made to support the claim, 
common among experts, that Mesoamericans had 
only northeast Asian ancestors. Certainly many 
early figures d isplay Mongoloid charactelistics (see 
especially many faces to be seen in other sections 
of this book). But the present point is that rypes of 
people from many ocher parts of the world were 
also present in Mesoamerica. Most of the faces 
shown here are portraiLS of such individuals, 
although their vety presence in Mexico and Cen­
tral Ame1ica is ignored or denied by conventional 
physical anthropologists. Apparently the genes of 
those unexpected ancestors from other areas of 
the earth failed 10 survive on as wide a S(.-ale as 
chose sprung from northeast Asian ancestry. 

These ceramic heads are mainly specimens 
in private artifact collections in Mexico. The 
late Alexander van \'{!uthenau and other 
investigators have been struck with the vari­
ety of human cypes revealed by these 
objects and have drawn attention to this 
variety by photographic documenta­
tion.2s They maintain that this is all the 
evidence needed to demonstrate 
that a wide variety of ethnic or 
racial rypes were present in Mexico 
and Central America.io 
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A rare arrangement of fociol 
hair is seen on this rocially 
uncla.ssifiable portroil. 

From the Classic ero comes this lowlond Mayo 
bearded lace with a notable nose. 

A powerful, perhaps 
arrogant Moya face is 
featured on this Joina-style 
ceramic sculpture (co. A.O. 

700). 
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A late Classic Mayo (A.O. 600-900), from Guatemala. 

A man in Olmec style from Puebla, central Mexi<o. 

A clearly Mediterranean type of face from Veracruz, of 
Classic age. 
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An African face, ofter A.O. 800, stole of Oaxoco. 

A Teotihuocan-style lace from Veracruz, co. A.O. 400. 

An Olmec jade mask that might be ma1ched in, say, Korea. 

Another interesting visage, from Classic-era Veracruz. 

A Semitic face, highland Guatemala, before A.O. 300. 

Another Classic-age head from Veracruz that is very 
Mediterranean. 





Young Mi1re< woman, northern 0010<0 

IJtrore< girl, northern Oaxaca 

Zoque matriarch, central Chiapos 

lxcatec man, northern Ooxaca 
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Cuicatec boy, western Oaxaca 
t 

Another young Cuicatec, western Oaxaca 

Old Zoque man, central Chiapos 

Mozotec woman, northern Oaxaca 

A Gallery of 
Modern Faces 

W
ith so much biological variety pre­
sent anciencly, we should expec1 chat 
some of chose va1ied genes were 

passed down to Mesoamerica's modern native 
peoples. They indeed show substantial diversity 
in appearance. Of course, many problems 
complicate any attempt co penetrate the mat­
ter. For example, because the Spaniards and 
their dlseases destroyed many Indian groups, 
the remnants of native peoples now ro be 
found in Mexico and Guatemala represent only 
a sample of the range of groups that once 
inhabited the area. And the wars conducted by 
the Aztecs and earlier conquerors no doubt 
long before greatly modified whatever genetic 
composition was present, say, cwo thousand 
years ago. Mixing with the European new­
comers may have further obscured the picture. 
Nevertheless, we still find evidence in living 
Mesoameria111 groups of some of che ethnic.: 
complexity that prevailed anciently. 

The pictures in d1is section are of indi­
viduals who still identify with Lheir Indian tribal 
groups. They live in relatively remote areas of 
Mexico where nacive peoples continue co have 
a strong social presence. le is possible, though 
not likely, that the appearance of some has 
been influenced by their having h:id an inci­
dental Spanish progenitor. 

Zapotec woman, Tehuantepec 



Mixtec modonno, southern Oaxaca 



The Variety within 
Mesoamerica 
Languages 

I
t is logical co expect that the array of 
environmental settings and the mul­
tiple peoples occupying them would 

be reflected in the number and distribu­
tion of languages spoken anciently in 
Mesoamerica. Around the world, the more 
broken the terrain, the more fragmented 
is the disLribudon of languages. It is 
impossible co know precisely how many 
congues were used iJ1 Mesoamerica, but 
two hundred would not overstate the 
number. (These were distinct languages, 
each one unintelligible to speakers of 
other languages, not merely dialects.) 

Linguists are far from united on how 
these congues related co each ocher. Some 
reckon that five or six major, independent 
families were involved. Those families dif­
fer from each other as much as, say, the 
Semitic family (including Hebrew) differs 

from the Inda-European family (including 
English and Latin). But other language 
experts are less willing to lump diverse 
languages inco such gross families. The 
number of groupings they recognize is 
closer co cwo dozen, each seemingly inde­
pendent from the others. Certain single 
languages have no apparent relatives at all 
in the area. No evidence hints that there 
was ever one dominanr language or lan­
guage family throughout Mesoamerica. 

The accompanying map shows some­
thing of both the vaiiety in and similarities 
among tbe languages of this area. On a 
map of Mesoametica are plotted some of 
the words tl1ar mean "corn." languages of 
the Mayan family, on the right side of the 
map, demonstrate how a particular early 
word (probably pronounced something 
like "eesh") ultimately varied from region 
to region as, over tl1ousands of years, 
daughter languages split off and spread. 
The map also makes clear chal in addition 
to the ancestral Mayan tenn, many other 
terms for corn were used, probably from 
early times. 

Com in the Codex Borbonicus 
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