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Cultural Parallels 
Between the Old World 
and the New World 

Paul R. Cheesman

The idea of ancient contact between the Old and
the New World has been studied by so many scholars with
so many varying solutions that there appears to be no con-
sensus concerning the origin of the group whom we call
the American Indians.

During the course of many years, investigators have
adopted and refined the method of comparing one culture
with another. In instances in which no written documents
were available, artifacts formed the means by which
scholars constructed a history. Naturally, the persuasive
power of such comparisons of cultural parallels increased
with the number of similarities successfully identified. To
be sure, three or four cultural parallels could be due to
chance. But as one reviews thoroughly the similarities, for
instance, between the cultures of the Old World and the
New World, one can now catalogue well over two hundred
features common to both areas.

Paul R. Cheesman is director of Book of Mormon in the Religious Studies
Center and professor of Ancient Scripture at BYU.
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The emerging picture points to a multiplicity of con-
tacts between the two worlds. As an example of the
impact of recent study, most museums in the United States
dealing with the origin of the American Indian used to dis-
play maps indicating that they had migrated only across
one route—the Bering Strait. Today, however, many major
museums freely indicate the possibility of ancient trans-
oceanic migration across both the Atlantic Ocean and the
Pacific Ocean.

In this connection, the Book of Mormon carefully
records three such migrations—one about 2400 B . C . and two
others near the year 600 B . C . It is my personal opinion that
many other groups came to this continent anciently, among
whom were the Vikings and the Orientals.

In an interesting prophecy recorded in the Book of
Mormon, Nephi quotes Lehi:

But, said he, notwithstanding our afflictions, we have
obtained a land of promise, a land which is choice above all other
lands; a land which the Lord God hath covenanted with me
should be a land for the inheritance of my seed. Yea, the Lord
hath covenanted this land unto me, and to my children forever,
and also all those who should be led out of other countries by the 
hand of the Lord (2 Nephi 1:5; emphasis added).

In the world of scholarship, one notes two opposing
viewpoints—that of the diffusionists and that of the inde-
pendent inventionists. Advocates of the diffusionist view
attribute similarities between the civilizations of the Old
and the New World to transoceanic migrations between
the Eastern and Western hemispheres. Independent inven-
tionists maintain that the many similarities are accidental,
exhibiting no contact, and are thus to be ascribed to paral-
lel and independent developments in both worlds.

As research has continued, however, it has become
increasingly clear in scholarly circles that the civilization
of the New World resembles that of the Old in significant
ways. The earlier question has now become more crucial:
could all of these cultural similarities really be due to inde-
pendent development or should they be attributed to
contacts and trade between these major continents? In
response, let us review several telling pieces of evidence,
beginning with the issue of transoceanic travel.
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According to modern research, a fairly small craft, if
well constructed, is more likely to survive a long sea voy-
age than is a large vessel. Surprisingly, seaworthiness has
little to do with size.1 Perhaps this is a reason that Lehi
and his small group included only one other family in their
sea voyage. Although the earlier migrating Jaredites con-
sisted of a few more families, that group came in eight
vessels.

Concerning transoceanic contacts, Eric Reed supports
the idea of such communication. From the multi-authored
publication Man Across the Sea he quotes J. D. Baldwin,
who said, "Certainly there is nothing unreasonable or
improbable in the supposition that the countries on the
Western Mediterranean . . . communicated with America in
very remote antiquity; nor is it improbable that there was
communication across the Pacific."2 J. Hornell agrees in his
conclusion that "the rafts of Ecuador and of coastal Asia
probably are connected genetically."3 It is now believed
that of sixty known drifts of Japanese junks into the
Pacific, at least a dozen reached the American coast.4 In
light of this, Edwin Doran, Jr., concludes: "There appears
to be no question that rafts could have crossed the Pacific,
repeatedly [and] in appreciable numbers."5 Moreover, while
it is difficult to gauge the end result, Joseph Needham
observed that "a fleet of 3000 young men and women, in
219 B.C, . . . sailed from China into the ocean, never to
return."6

It is significant that the idea of transoceanic contacts
is also supported by modern trans-Pacific and trans-Atlantic
journeys made by explorers who have duplicated primitive
conditions. For instance, one notes Thor Heyerdahl s excur-
sion from Peru to Tuamotu in the Pacific, as well as his
expedition in the Ra II, which sailed across the Atlantic.
Further, in six months Eric de Bisschop sailed from Tahiti
to the Juan Fernandez Islands, a distance of five thousand
miles. He also made a trip of similar duration from Chile,
via Callao in Peru, to Manihiki, a trip of seven thousand
miles. Such cumulative observations argue persuasively for
a theory of cultural diffusion between the Old and New
World.

In this vein, Clinton R. Edwards supports the idea of
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diffusion as follows: "From the standpoint of available
nautical capabilities, ancient crossings of the Atlantic were
entirely possible."7 Surely there cannot now be any ques-
tion that before 1492 there were visitors between the New
and the Old World in historic and even prehistoric times.
The important question, however, is whether these visits
brought a significant cultural import to the Americas.8

Not only has transoceanic contact from the Old
World to the New gained the support of Dr. Gordon F.
Ekholm and Dr. Robert Heine-Geldern of the staff of the
American Museum of Natural History in New York City,
but. they also agree, for example, that the columns and
balustrades of Chichen Itza in Yucatan, as well as its deco-
rative serpent motifs, are almost identical with those found
in Java. Furthermore, they note similarities in the thrones
and the artistic lotus motifs between India and Mayan
countries.9

With regard to agricultural connections, the bottle
gourd provides another interesting piece of the puzzle
when one studies the mystery of the early inhabitants of
America. Botanists observe that the gourd is very likely
native to tropical Africa, or possibly southern Asia. More-
over, they suggest that the importing came by way of the
Atlantic and insist that the seed must have been brought
by man since it could not have survived lengthy soaking.10

Regarding the variety of racial characteristics found
in pre-Columbian America, Constance Irwin writes:

How [are we] to account for such a conglomeration [in America]:
an Egyptian sphinx, the Egyptian god Ra, and Assyrian style, and
Negroid types—and in addition, as we have just seen, a bearded
face of Semitic aspect? Where else on the face of the earth were
these once blended?

Where else? In the ancient Orient, a term employed in
scholarly convention to indicate the ancient Near East or the
"Mediterranean East." More specifically, in the Syro-Palestinian
region, including Phoenicia, which linked together the great river
valleys of Egypt and Mesopotamia and freely partook of the
cultures nurtured by both.1 1

Concerning contacts with the Far East, it was archae-
ologist James A. Ford who suggested that the oldest type of
pottery known in the Americas may have been introduced
on the coast of Ecuador about five thousand years ago by
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voyagers from Japan.1 2 And the historian Alvin M. Joseph,
Jr., noted: "Certainly, by at least 1500 BC, Asians were
capable of making long sea trips. Much later, perhaps as
late as AD. 500-1000 when the islands of Polynesia were
first populated, other long-distance oceanic voyages may
have been made in one or both directions between America
and the Pacific Islands."1 3 In this connection, botanists
have concluded that cotton seeds were carried to America
from Asia in the second millennium B.C. Because the wind
and birds have been eliminated as possible carriers,
Constance Irwin suggests that a man in a vessel was the
only alternative: 'This much is certain: he came; civilized
man from the Old World sailed across an ocean and
landed somewhere in that general area where the higher
American culture flourished in pre-Columbian times."1 4

In a related vein, some researchers conclude that
burial practices as well as the mummies themselves indi-
cate that white men must have come to the Peruvian plain
in very early times. But Pierre Honore is even more
emphatic, asserting that "there is stronger evidence still,
amounting to positive proof, from plant life, particularly
cotton and the sweet potato, and possibly maize as well."1 5

Many believe that America has been "discovered"
several times. Some are of the opinion, for instance, that
Leif Eriksson and his Nordic adventurers landed on the
coast of Massachusetts some years before Columbus left
Spain.16 Further, phallic symbols found in Central America
have caused some speculation as to whether the people of
India had made contact in the Americas. In addition,
many Hebrew and Semitic resemblances appearing in the
American Indian have led to the theory that there may be
a connection here.1 7 While it is possible that many Old and
New World similarities could be coincidental, there are so
many similarities being found almost daily it would be
better to remain open-minded. We should receive such
observations as those noted above as lines in an emerging
picture whose faint and bold strokes tend distinctly to
portray cultural contacts rather than accidental traits that
constitute mere curiosities.

Immediately following Columbus' discovery of Amer-
ica, Spain was the only country among all the European

210



Paul R. Cheesman 

powers that was in a position to enter upon conquests in
the New World on a large scale. This, of course, was
partly due to prior European wars which had already
drained the resources of the other powers. From Adair's
History of the American Indians we learn that the first
Spanish priests who followed the conquistadors to this
country were so amazed by the similarities between the
Old and the New World that they believed the American
Indians to be Hebrews.1 8

Similarly, the theory that the American Indians were
the lost ten tribes of Israel was also a very popular notion
at one time in colonial America. For example, William
Penn wrote of the Indians of Pennsylvania as follows:

I found them with like countenance with the Hebrew race;
and their children of so lively a resemblance to them that a man
would think himself in Duke's Place or Barry Street in London,
when he sees them. . . . Their worship consists in two parts, sacri-
fice and cantice [songs]. . . . They reckon by moons; they offer
their first ripe fruits; they have a kind of feast of tabernacles; they
are said to lay their altars with twelve stones. 1 9

In a similar vein, Hyatt and Ruth Verrill wrote:
Unquestionably the real truth is that man came to America

from the Old World via all of these various routes. Some came
from Europe by way of Greenland, others across the Atlantic to
South America, some via the Bering Straits, and others across the
Pacific.2 0

Elsewhere in their work, the Verrills pinpoint an exact
people—the Sumerians—as being more like the people of
Peru than any other Near Eastern people of whom we
have record.

The results of Mrs. Verrill's work in conjunction with the
author's wide first-hand knowledge of the ancient civilizations of
Peru, would seem to prove conclusively that the pre-Incan civiliza-
tion was brought to Peru ready made and fully developed by Sume-
rian (Phoenician) explorers and colonists 2000 to 2500 B . C 2 1

Indeed, for ancient peoples to find their way to
America is well within the range of possibility. For example,
a Buddhist monk in A D . 400 was reported to have sailed
from China to America and back in a Chinese junk.2 2

Plenty of evidence, both valid and erroneous, has
been advanced in numerous books and articles by profes-
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sionals and amateurs alike. What was needed now in order
to give the diffusionists a firm foundation for their views
was the discovery of an eastern Mediterranean inscription,
professionally excavated in an intact American archaeologi-
cal context. Dr. Joseph Mahan ransacked the scientific
literature from beginning to end in the late 1960s in an
effort to find such an inscription in the annals of American
archaeology. After years of painstaking investigation, Dr.
Mahan came across an inscription found in 1885-86 by
Cyrus Thomas at Bat Creek, Tennessee, under the auspices
of the Smithsonian Institution. Digging to the bottom of
an "Indian" mound, Thomas had discovered nine undis-
turbed skeletons with an inscription partly under the skull
of the main personage of the group. The sketch of the nine
skeletons in the tomb and a photograph of the inscription,
along with the report of the excavation, were published in
Thomas's Report on the Mound Explorations of the Bureau 
of Ethnology? Unfortunately he published the inscription
upside-down and presumed it to be Cherokee, although the
writing bears no resemblance to the Cherokee syllabary.
After the inscription had been turned right side-up by
Henriette Mertz, she recognized it as a Phoenician script.
In August 1970 Dr. Mahan sent Dr. Cyrus H. Gordon a 
photograph of the inscription made from the stone itself,
now deposited in the museum of the Smithsonian Institu-
tion in Washington, D.C. He requested Dr. Gordon's opin-
ion as a Semitist; Gordon subsequently confirmed the
distinctively Jewish nature of the text.2 4

The archaeological circumstances of this discovery
rule out any chance of fraud or forgery, and the inscription
confirms a migration of Jews from the Near East, possibly
to escape the long hand of Rome after the disastrous Jew-
ish defeats in A D . 70 and 135. Thus the diffusionist view
has been bolstered by this archaeological find, called the
Bat Creek Stone, which was unearthed under the direction
of professional archaeologists working for the Smithsonian
Institution.2 5

Let us also mention ancient coins in the New World.
Dr. Norman Totten from Bentley College in Waltham,
Massachusetts, has pursued research on ancient Old World
coins found in America. And although he has yet to pub-
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lish the results of his work (see his contribution to this
volume), other material has come to light from the south-
eastern United States through an accidental discovery. In
the 1820s, John Haywood, Chief Justice of the Tennessee
Supreme Court, gathered material for his book entitled
Natural and Aboriginal History of Tennessee, which was
republished in 1959.26 In this publication, Haywood
described Roman coins found in Tennessee and adjacent
states. Moreover, on 17 April 1967, the New York Yiddish
newspaper The Day-Jewish Journal ran an article on
Hebrew coins of the Bar Kokhba Rebellion (the second
Jewish rebellion against Rome in A D . 132-35) found by 
farmers near Louisville, Hopkinsville, and Clay City, Ken-
tucky.2 7

If some will persist in claiming that the civilization of
the Americas developed independently from the Old World,
they must adduce as much impressive evidence as have
those who favor the theory of diffusion between the Old
and the New World. From the information reviewed in
this study, it would seem that ancient multiple contacts
from the Old World are highly likely. At the same time, to
be sure, it can also be agreed that one may hold a 
diffusionist view and still acknowledge that some cultural
traits developed independently.

Although this chapter constitutes only a preliminary
study, it is designed to emphasize the increasing number of
cultural parallels to be found in both hemispheres. And
while it is true that some cultural features could have devel-
oped independently, other examples noted above rather
compellingly support a diffusionist view.

In the summer of 1985 I conducted a research study
on this subject, visiting major museums and historical sites
of the world in order to view, photograph, and catalogue
the most prominent cultural similarities between the Old
and the New World. The results of this research, along
with the contributions of Thomas Ferguson and John
Sorenson, provide us with an important aggregate of
cultural parallels between these two global regions. It is
summarized in the following list, arranged alphabetically,
in order to give to the reader a brief overview.
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S o m e Cultural S imi lar i t ies B e t w e e n
t h e O l d a n d t h e N e w W o r l d

A
A d o b e brick

m a n u f a c t u r i n g
Altar ( h o r n e d )
Al tars ( o t h e r )
A n o i n t i n g
A q u e d u c t s
Arch ( t r u e /

c o r b e l l e d )
Arch i t ec ture o f

1000 pi l lars o f
S. India

A r r o w h e a d s o f
m e t a l

Artif icial tears
o n m a s k s

A v o c a d o

B
B a l a n c e sca les
Ball cour t s
Banners
Bapt i sm font
Bark c lo th
Beard ( fa l se )
B e a r d e d m e n
B e a t e n shee t s

o f meta l
Bel l s
B i r d - m a n de i t i e s
B l o o d sacrif ice
B lood le t t ing
B l o w gun
B o n e o r n a m e n t s
Bot t l e gourd
B o t t l e - s h a p e d

u n d e r g r o u n d
cis tern

B o w a n d arrow
Bread ( s a c r e d )
Breastp lates
Bucket (r i tual)
Burial t e c h n i q u e s

Burials

Burnt of fer ings

C
C a l e n d a r s
C a n n i b a l i s m
C a p s
C a r v e d s te l e s
Cas t ing b y lost

w a x
C e m e n t
C e r a m i c s
C h i c k e n s
C h i s e l s
C o l o r represent ing
C o l o r s ( tr ibal )
C o n f e s s i o n
C o t t o n
C r e a t i o n story
C r o s s

C y l i n d e r sea ls

D
Dra in P ipes
D o u b l e S s ign
D o u b l e w a l l s

w i t h m u d for
insu la t ion

E
E a g l e a n d serpent

m o t i f o f India
Earplugs
E m b a l m i n g w i t h

oil
E m b o s s e d d e s i g n s

o n p o t s
F
Fast ing
Fe l ine
Fert i l i ty figurines 
Fes t iva l s

Figures h o l d i n g
up tab le s

F i s h h o o k s
Flint b l a d e s o f

o b s i d i a n
Flutes

G
G o l d p la te s

(wr i t ing o n )

H
Hair t y p e s
Half -p i l lars as

d o o r f rames
H a n d w i t h e y e
H e a d d r e s s e s
H e l m e t o f O l m e c
Hierarch ic s oc i e ty
H i e r o g l y p h s
H i g h w a y s
H o l y w a t e r
H o r s e s
H u m a n sacri f ice

(adul t a n d c h i l d )

/
Idolatry
I n c e n s e burners
Intent ional de for -

m a t i o n o f skull
Irrigation

J
Jade c a r v i n g
Jewe lry

K

Knit t ing

L
Life s y m b o l
L i m a b e a n s
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L i m e plaster
L o o m
Lotus or water

lily

M
M a c e s
M a i z e
M a s k s (go ld o n

c o r p s e )
M a s k s
M a t h e m a t i c s
Metal d isc in

roof o f m o u t h
o f c o r p s e

Meta l lurgy
Mirrors
M o s a i c m a s o n r y
M u m m i f i c a t i o n
Mural pa int ing
Musical instruments
Musica l sca le

N
N e e d l e s
N e t fishing 
N o s e rings

O
Obel i sks
Observator i e s
Obs id ian b lades
Oil l a m p s
O v e r f l o w i n g v a s e

m o t i f s

P
Paint ings o n

pot tery
P a n p i p e s
Paper or wr i t ing

surface
Parasol
Parch eesi
P a r c h m e n t
Pe trog lyphs

Phal l i c s y m b o l s
Plants ( a m a r a n t h s ;

bot t l e gourd;
c o c o n u t ; c o t t o n ;
m a i z e ; peanut ;
p i n e a p p l e ; p l a n -
tain; sweet potato)

Plast ic f loors
Plat ing
Potter's w h e e l
Pot tery
Pregnant w o m e n

h o l d i n g breas ts
P r i e s t h o o d
Purple d y e s
P y r a m i d burial
P y r a m i d bui ld ing

Q

Q u i p u

R
R e d d y e
R e e d boat s
R o a d s
R o p e
R u d d e r - o a r o n

b o a t s
S
Sacri f ice o f

d o v e s a n d quail
S a n d a l s
S a r c o p h a g u s o f

s t o n e
Sca le s
Seer s t o n e s
Se l f -mut i la t ion
Serpent wi th 7 

h e a d s
S e v e n - d a y t i m e

c y c l e
Sh ie lds
Short skirts for

warr iors
Silk

Slavery
Sl ings
S p h i n x
S p i n d l e w h o r l
S p o o n , p late , c o m b
S t a m p sea l s
S t a m p s ( f lat)
Star o f D a v i d
Ste la
S t o n e b o x e s
S t u c c o
Sun w o r s h i p
Sun d ia l s
Swas t ika
S w e a t r o o m s
S w e e t p o t a t o

T
T a t t o o
T e m p l e a t o p
T e m p l e s a n d p la t -

form
T e r r a c e agricul ture
T e x t i l e s
T r e e o f life s y m b o l
T r e p h i n a t i o n
Tr ibes a n d ch ie f s
T w e e z e r s o f

meta l

U
U m b r e l l a (as a 

s y m b o l )

W
Weaving techniques
W h e e l t o y s

Z
Z e r o c o n c e p t
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