
Book of Mormon Central 
http://bookofmormoncentral.org/ 

KnoWhy #493 - Why Should Latter-day Saints Beware 
Fraudulent Artifacts? 
Author(s): Book of Mormon Central Staff 
Published by: Springville, UT; Book of Mormon Central, 2018
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WHY SHOULD LATTER-DAY SAINTS BEWARE FRAUDULENT 

ARTIFACTS? 

“For behold, my beloved brethren, I say unto you that the Lord God worketh not 
in darkness.” 

2 Nephi 26:23 

THE KNOW 
The existence of the Book of Mormon has motivated 
Latter-day Saints since the days of Joseph Smith to 
find evidence that corroborates the book’s historical 
claims. Joseph Smith, on a few occasions, offered 
speculative arguments for the book’s authenticity by 
drawing from what was known in his day about 
ancient American antiquities.1 Beginning in the 
Prophet’s lifetime, the unfortunate creation and 
circulation of unproven artifacts, modern forgeries, 
and other hoaxes began. Some have connected a few 
of these forgeries to the Book of Mormon or Latter-
day Saint history specifically, while other falsified 
artifacts have been associated with the Book of 
Mormon indirectly.  

The Kinderhook Plates 
In May 1843, Joseph Smith was presented with six 
small, bell-shaped brass plates with engravings on 
them. The plates had allegedly been excavated in the 
town of Kinderhook, Illinois and were brought to the 
Prophet with hopes that he could translate the 
engravings. Apostle Parley P. Pratt believed the plates 
contained “the genealogy of one of the ancient 
Jaredites back to Ham the son of Noah.”2 A non-
Mormon visitor to Nauvoo reported a rumor in the 
city that “the figures or writing on [the plates] was 
similar to that in which the Book of Mormon was 
written,” and that “by the help of revelation [Joseph 
Smith] would be able to translate them. So, a sequel 
to that holy book may soon be expected.”3 
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Joseph Smith did offer some preliminary observations 
about what he thought the plates might contain, but 
no translation was ever produced.4 For many years 
Latter-day Saints thought the plates were authentic,5 
even though one of the men involved in their 
“discovery” admitted they were fraudulent.6 Many 
years later, scientific study would demonstrate that the 
plates were in fact modern forgeries. This has been 
the position of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-
day Saints ever since.7 

The Michigan Relics 
Another set of forgeries connected with Latter-day 
Saint history are the so-called “Michigan Relics.” 
Beginning in 1890, “hundreds of objects . . . were 
made to appear as the remains of a lost civilization. 
The artifacts were produced, buried, ‘discovered,’ and 
marketed by James O. Scotford and Daniel E. Soper. 
For three decades these artifacts were secretly planted 
in earthen mounds, publicly removed, and lauded as 
wonderful discoveries.”8 Many of these artifacts 
included clear depictions of biblical events such as the 
Creation, the Flood, Abraham’s near-sacrifice of 
Isaac, and the life of Christ. “Because the Michigan 
Relics allegedly evidence a Near Eastern presence in 
ancient America, they have drawn interest from The 
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints as well as 
the Reorganized Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day 
Saints.”9 

Elder James E. Talmage became interested in the 
artifacts at one point and was tasked by the First 
Presidency to investigate their authenticity. Talmage 
himself saw the clear importance these artifacts would 
hold for the Book of Mormon if they were genuine, 
but was careful not to accept them at face value and 
continued his investigation. Ultimately, as with most 
professionals at the time, Talmage concluded “after 
considerable scientific experiment and some detective 
work” that the artifacts were fraudulent.10 This 
conclusion continues to be the consensus among 
scholars from both inside and outside the Church.11 

The Newark Holy Stones 
The artifacts known today as the Newark Holy Stones 
were allegedly discovered in 1860 by a man named 
David Wyrick at a site near Newark, Ohio. The 
artifacts consist of: (1) the Keystone, or a stone with 
Hebrew inscriptions on its four sides, (2) the 

Decalogue Stone, which includes a supposed image of 
Moses and Hebrew text of the Ten Commandments 
running along its sides, nested in a sandstone box, and 
(3) a stone bowl.12  

Almost immediately after their “discovery” the 
artifacts were met with skepticism.13 Errors in the 
Hebrew text was one of the major red flags raised by 
experts who examined the stones.14 Despite 
continued attempts to authenticate the artifacts,15 
skepticism has persisted among mainstream 
archaeologists down to the present.16  

The Los Lunas Decalogue Stone 
Located near Los Lunas, New Mexico sits a large flat 
stone covered with “an abbreviated version of the 
Ten Commandments in a variant ancient Semitic 
alphabet.”17 Called the Los Lunas Decalogue Stone or 
Commandment Rock, the first recorded encounter 
with the stone was in 1933 by the archaeologist Frank 
Hibben,18 although a “plausible” but unconfirmed 
sighting of the stone may have occurred in the 
1870s.19  

The debate surrounding the stone is whether the 
Semitic inscription upon it is authentically ancient. 
While the inscription “is carved in an ancient form of 
Hebrew . . . the identification of the carver remains a 
mystery.”20 The archaeologist and linguist Cyrus 
Gordon accepted the authenticity of the inscription 
and argued that it was “Old Phoenician/Hebrew” and 
perhaps functioned as a sort of mezuzah, or an 
ornamental case inscribed with passages from the 
Torah and used by Jews to mark entrances of homes 
and synagogues.21  

This theory, however, has not gained widespread 
acceptance. Most scholars, including Latter-day Saint 
scholars, regard the inscription as fraudulent.22 As 
with the Newark Holy Stones, problems with the 
language and preservation of the inscription have 
been raised.23 Skeptics also point out the lack of clear 
archaeological attestation of a Hebrew culture in the 
surrounding area.24 Curiously, some have even 
suggested—without any concrete evidence—that the 
inscription was fabricated by Latter-day Saints living 
in the area!25  
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The Bat Creek Stone 
Discovered in 1889 during a Smithsonian-led 
excavation of Native American sites near Bat Creek in 
Loudon County, Tennessee, the artifact known today 
as the Bat Creek Stone is a “relatively flat, thin piece 
of ferruginous siltstone, approximately 11.4 cm long 
and 5.1 cm wide.”26 On the stone is an inscription of 
about eight characters written horizontally across the 
surface. In the publication of his field notes, the 
director of the excavation, Cyrus Thomas, declared 
the inscription on the stone to be “beyond question 
letters of the [modern] Cherokee alphabet.”27  

Excitement over the stone increased when Cyrus 
Gordon published arguments that the inscription on 
the stone was ancient Hebrew and read “for Judea” 
or “for the Judeans.”28 According to Gordon, the 
inscription lends credibility to the idea that ancient 
Jews successfully migrated to the New World.29   

In recent years, the authenticity of the inscription has 
come under critical scrutiny. John Emmert, Thomas’ 
assistant who was the one to actually excavate the 
mound where the stone was discovered, has been 
charged with forging of the characters on the stone by 
using available nineteenth century sources.30 Gordon’s 
contention that the characters are authentic ancient 
Hebrew has likewise been challenged.31 While some 
have continued to defend the authenticity of the 
inscription,32 most scholars, including LDS scholars, 
regard it as fraudulent.33  

THE WHY 
The motives behind why people might forge artifacts 
vary. In the case of the Kinderhook Plates, the forgers 
wanted to embarrass Joseph Smith by tricking him 
into translating bogus plates. In the case of the 
Michigan Relics, financial reward appears to have 
been the motive behind their fabrication. In other 
instances, the motives might range from gaining 
notoriety and fame to proving a pet theory or 
religious or political worldview.34  

Whatever the case may be, frauds, hoaxes, and 
dubious artifacts should be rejected by Book of 
Mormon students and defenders. It does the Book of 
Mormon no favors to use fraudulent or questionable 
evidence on its behalf, and can very easily backfire by 
creating deeper mistrust and suspicion on the part of 

those who may have sincere doubts or questions 
about the book’s authenticity.35 The overly zealous 
use of fraudulent evidence in defending the Book of 
Mormon is likewise deplorable because it cheapens 
and delegitimizes the excellent real scholarship which 
has been produced on the book.36 

At a devotional for the Church Educational System’s 
religious educators, Elder M. Russell Ballard offered 
“a word of caution not to pass along faith-promoting 
or unsubstantiated rumors or outdated 
understandings and explanations of our doctrine and 
practices from the past.” He further urged to “consult 
the works of recognized, thoughtful, and faithful LDS 
scholars to ensure you do not teach things that are 
untrue, out of date, or odd and quirky.”37  

This is wise counsel, which every Latter-day Saint 
should heed when being presented with questionable 
or unprovenanced artifacts, especially so when such 
artifacts seem “too good to be true” or when they are 
presented by individuals who have ideological or 
financial motives.   

The Prophet Joseph Smith declared that the Latter-
day Saints “believe in being honest” (Article of Faith 
13). Knowingly using frauds and hoaxes as evidence 
for the Book of Mormon is not only poor scholarship 
but is, ultimately, dishonest. This is different from 
scholars debating the significance or meaning of real 
artifacts and historical sources. Academic 
disagreement over disputed issues of history and 
archaeology is commonplace, and part of the process 
of scholarship.  

Latter-day Saints should naturally be a part of the 
scholarly conversation surrounding the historicity of 
the Book of Mormon. They should emphatically not, 
however, accept or promote the use of frauds, 
forgeries, or dubious artifacts, even if such items seem 
to support the Book of Mormon’s claims. 

FURTHER READING 
Mark Alan Wright, “Joseph Smith and Native 
American Artifacts,” in Approaching Antiquity: Joseph 
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