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Abstract: The word “deseret” meaning honey bee, is the only time in the Book of Mormon
where the text gives a definition for a Jaredite word. However, Hugh Nibley proposed that
the word is Egyptian because of the relationship between the bee glyph and the deseret
glyph. Because beekeeping was unknown in Mesopotamia during the time of the Jaredited,
if they left from Mesopotamia, they must have gotten their bees from an outside culture. If
they got the bees from Egypt, this would explain the Egyptian name. Because bees can be
seen as industrious, it is fitting that it would be a common name in the church, reminding
people to be industrious today.
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Where Does the Word “Deseret” Come From?

And they did also carry with them deseret,
which, by interpretation, is a honey bee.
Fther 2:3

The Know

When the Brother of Jared and his companions trav-
eled, they “did also carry with them deseret, which, by
interpretation, is a honey bee” (Ether 2:3). This is the
only time in the Book of Mormon where the text gives a
definition for a Jaredite word.! But it has proven difficult
to know where in the ancient Near East the word came
from. “Until possible language affinities for Jaredite
names can be determined, all suggestions for etymolo-
gies of Jaredite names must remain more speculative
than substantive”” In addition, the word “deseret” does
not translate as “bee” in any known ancient Mesopota-
mian language.

Hugh Nibley, however, proposed a possible Egyptian
explanation for the origins of the word. Nibley’s argu-
ment was well summarized by Stephen Parker, in the
Encyclopedia of Mormonism:

In Egyptian, dsrt means the red crown (of the king of
Lower Egypt). The Egyptian word for bee is bt. In the

discussion of the sign dsrt, Alan Gardiner, in Egyp-
tian Grammar, states that [the glyph for the dsrt
crown] was used to replace [the glyph for bee] in
two Egyptian titles where [the bee glyph] was used
to mean the ... King of Lower Egypt. ... This sub-
stitution of [the dsrt crown] for [the bee] has led
Nibley to associate the Egyptian word dsrt and the
Book of Mormon word deseret.’

It is generally assumed that the Brother of Jared and his
companions left from Mesopotamia, so an Egyptian ex-
planation for the word may seem odd at first.* Howev-
er, evidence for beekeeping in ancient Mesopotamia is
basically nonexistent. According to Ronan J. Head, “In
a culture that has produced literally hundreds of thou-
sands of extant cuneiform tablets detailing every con-
ceivable aspect of life, including agriculture, the silence
on beekeeping is striking” Thus, if the Jaredites left
from Mesopotamia, they must have gotten their bees
from an outside culture.



As far back as 3300 BC, there are clear cultural connec-
tions between Egypt and Mesopotamia.® If the Jaredites
got their bees through some exchange with Egypt, this
could explain both why they used an Egyptian term,
and the reason the word is defined in the text. Beekeep-
ing would have been unfamiliar to Jared and his fam-
ily as Mesopotamians, thus they would have needed to
adopt a foreign word (deseret). This explains why the
word needed to be defined.

While Nibley’s proposal is brilliant, it is “almost too bril-
liant,” according to Kevin Barney.” Barney alternatively
suggested deseret is connected to the Hebrew word for
bee, deborah (dbrh), with the final -t being the older
form of the word.® Barney admits that he does not “have
a similar solution” for the substitution from b to s, but it
is possible that the word could be related to Hebrew be-
cause of a small mistake in pronunciation or spelling.’

The Why

As he abridged Mosiah’s translation of the plates of
Ether, Moroni must have been struck by the idea that
the Jaredites had carried with them “deseret.” Wanting
to be clear about this remarkable point, Moroni pro-
vided the translation of this word as “a honey bee” He
then explained that the Jaredites had carried “swarms of
bees” and “seeds of every kind” with them into the valley
of Nimrod, perhaps because he knew the importance of
honey bees for crop pollination. This would have pre-
pared the group to do what the Lord commanded them
to do: move into an unsettled land.

As bees can symbolize hard work, the mention of bees
here would be appropriate, considering the amount of
work needed to make the Jaredite migration a success.
For similar reasons, the word deseret became common
among Latter-day Saint pioneers in Utah. It was the
original name Mormons gave to the Utah territory, and
to this day remains the name of a thrift store, newspa-
per, book publisher, and credit union."

For Latter-day Saints, a honeybee “is symbolic of work
and industry”"" It evokes parallels with other cases in
the Bible and Book of Mormon where lands of promise
have been called lands of milk and honey (Exodus 3:8;
1 Nephi 17:5). Whatever the ancient origins of deseret
in the Book of Mormon may be, the modern Mormon
usage poses a striking repetition of ancient history.

Nibley noted that the earliest Egyptians came from
more fertile area to a desert region and called it “the
land of the bee” and used the dsrt crown as a symbol for
their new settlement. It is therefore, “a very picturesque
coincidence that when the Lord’s people migrated to a
promised land in these latter days, they called the land
Deseret and took for the symbol of their society and
their government the honeybee”"* Nibley continued:

The book of Ether is of course directly responsible
for this, but it is hard to see how the book can have
produced such a striking repetition of history with-
out itself having a real historical basis.

While there is more to explore about the origins of
deseret and the practices of beekeeping in the ancient
world, Nibley soundly concluded:

When a historical record of any period names per-
sons and institutions that actually existed, it is always
assumed that the record insofar as those things are
concerned has authentic ties with the past. Both de-
seret and the honeybee seem quite at home in the twi-
light world of prehistory, alternately concealing and
explaining each other, but never very far apart. The
numerous ties and parallels that in the end must clear
up the matter still await investigation. Suffice it for the
present to show that such evidence does exist.”
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