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ARCHAEOLOGY 
and the 

BOOK OF MORMON

by President Milton R. Hunter
OF THE FIRST COUNCIL OF THE SEVENTY

Part XI-A
Symbols of Quetzalcoatl 

and Teotihuacan

T
eotihuacan, situated approximate
ly thirty miles northeast of Mexico 
City, is perhaps the outstanding 

tourist attraction in the valley of 
Mexico. No one can really claim to 
have seen our neighboring country to 
the south if he has not been shown 
Teotihuacan (Ta'6-te'wa-kan'); and 
so—like all other American tourists— 
I placed that famous archaeological 
site on my itinerary during my first 
visit to Mexico in 1941.

When we arrived at Teotihuacan, 
our Mexican guide—who had resided 
half of his time in the United States 
and thereby knew both English and 
Spanish equally well and also the 
customs of both peoples—took us first 
to the Pyramid of the Moon. We 
were informed that this impressive 
structure, dating in the B.C. period,1 
rises 115 feet high on a quadrangular 
base that measures 329 feet by 411 
feet.

Plbid., p. 15.
♦Milton R. Hunter and Thomas Stuart Ferguson,

Ancient America and the Book of Mormon
land, 1950), pp. 264-273.

‘’Ether 1:1-6, 32-43.
«1 Nephi 1:2; Mosiah 1:4; Mormon 9:32-33.
7 Archaeology in Mexico Today, op. cit., p.
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This pyramid was truncated at the top, 
where undoubtedly a temple stood. From a 
spacious court, a broad stairway once led 
up the south side of the ascending planes, 
which were broken to provide terraces.2

Our guide next took us to the 
Pyramid of the Sun. It towered

1 Archaeology in Mexico (Mexico City, 1952), p. 14. 
*Ibid.
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South half of the west face of the Temple of Quetzalcoatl at Teotihua
can, Mexico. Observe coati (serpent) heads surrounded by quetzal 
feathers, symbols of the “White Bearded God” or Quetzalcoatl.

majestically above all other structures 
of that archaeological site, rising to a 
height of over 200 feet. Its base 
measured almost 700 feet on each 
side. The structure was built of adobe 
bricks and was solid throughout. The 
exterior was faced with volcanic stone 
covered with “pre-Spanish cement.”

Five bodies in form of truncated pyra
mids, one on top of another and diminish
ing in size so as to form terraces, make up 
the pyramid proper. Here, too, on top, was a 
small temple, dedicated to the cult of Tona- 
catecutli, God of Sun, of warmth and of 
abundance. The temple was crowned with 
a gigantic monolithic statue of the god 
adorned with a gold breast plate that re
turned with almost equal brilliance the rays 
of the sun struck it. Like so many other 
fine works of art of the ancient Mexicans, 
this statue was destroyed by the orders of 
Fray Juan de Zumarrago, Mexico’s first

CORRECTION: The reference in the 
second quotation from the bottom of 
page 176 of the March magazine should 
read 3 Nephi 2:14-15, instead of Ibid., 
2:14-15. Otherwise the article gives 
the wrong reference in all the quota
tions following in this interesting par
allel.

Archbishop, in his zeal to abolish pagan 
rites.3

I readily recognized the fact that 
both pyramids in shape, size, and pur
poses of construction had certain re
semblances to ancient pyramids, or 
temple-towers, of Egypt,4 Assyria and 
Babylon, which is a significant fact, 
since the Book of Mormon claims that 
the Jaredites came from the great 
Tower of Babel5 * in Babylon and that 
the Ncphites brought with them a 
considerable amount of Egyptian 
culture.0

We followed southward along a 
road called “Road of the Dead,”7 be
cause of numerous human skeletons 
discovered by the early Spanish set
tlers along its length, and came to the 
Temple of Quetzalcoatl (ket-sal'kd- 
at'l).

The temple is situated toward the 
east of a great stadium or quadrangle, 

(Continued on following page)

(Oak-

15.



—Photo by Otto Done 
Pyramid of the Sun at Teotihuacan, from the west, front view. Observe 

its likeness to pyramids in Egypt.
Pyramid of the Moon at Teotihuacan. Photo

graphed from the west. Side view of the pyramid.
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surrounded by low walls upon which 
temples stand. Stairs lead up the 
west side of these “temples, where un
doubtedly religious festivities were 
celebrated” anciently.8 Four small 
temples or platforms stand on the 
north wall, four on the west, and four 
on the south, with three larger ones 
on the east.

Directly in front of the Temple of 
Quetzalcoatl stands a rather large 
pyramid or temple which we were in
formed was erected by the Toltecs at 
a much later date than the temple 
erected in honor of the “White 
Bearded God.” Our touring party 
went to the southeast corner of the 
Toltec temple or pyramid, and there, 
arising majestically only a few feet 
east of the pyramid, stood another 
temple whose west face was adorned 
with heads of serpents surrounded by 
representations of feathers.

Our guide remarked:
“This is the famous Temple of 

Quetzalcoatl. It was built by an an
cient people called by some writers the 
Teotihuacanos and by others the Tol
tecs. This temple was erected during 
the early Christian centuries, perhaps 
as early as the seventh century A.D. 
Dr. George C. Vaillant, director of 
the University of Pennsylvania Mu

8Ibid., p. 15.
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seum, gives the date for the beginning 
of the temple as 666 A.D. Vaillant 
points out that ‘The Feathered Serpent 
is the dominant decorative motive, 
and the great heads carved in rugged 
simplicity project from the balustrade 
and from the façades.’ These serpents 
heads, as you have observed, are sur
rounded with what represents quetzal 
feathers. Both the serpent heads and 
quetzal feathers are symbols of Quet
zalcoatl, the ‘White Bearded God.’ ”9

We soon learned that
Quetzalcoatl, the Plumed Serpent, most 

revered god, was more frequently represented 
on pottery and in decoration [at Teotihua
can] than any other subject.10

BGeorge C. Vaillant, The Aztecs of Mexico (New 
York, 1950), pp. 71, 79.

^Archaeology in Mexico Today, op. cit., p. 13.

Two “Plumed Serpents,” symbols of Quetzalcoatl, hewn. out of stone. National 
Museum, Mexico City.

—Photo by Otto Done
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Speaking of the Temple of Quetzal
coatl, archaeologists declare that

This is a representation of Quetzalcoatl. 
. . . [And in addition to the serpent heads 
and quetzal feathers] as proof that this 
temple was erected in honor of the Feathered 
Serpent, we see on the wall an enormous 
sculptured serpent, of the rattlesnake species, 
symbol of Quetzalcoatl.11

I carefully observed what appeared 
to me at that time to be grotesque 
serpent heads with mouths filled with 
large, hideous teeth. Since I was a 
member of the Church of Jesus Christ, 
I was quite familiar with the Book of 
Mormon’s account of the appearance 
of Jesus Christ to the inhabitants of 
ancient America following his resur
rection; and I had also heard that he

»/bid., p. 15. 



had been identified with Quetzal
coatl. As I looked at those hideous 
serpent heads I thought: “I see noth
ing here that reminds me of the 
beautiful account in the Book of Mor
mon of our Lord and Master, Jesus 
Christ. These snake heads are re
pulsive and ugly. They are pagan 
representations or idols.”

After returning to Utah from Teoti
huacan, having had time to think 
more carefully, I realized that I had 
been looking through the eyes of a 
member of the true Church of Jesus 
Christ. My religious background had 
caused me to judge the symbols of 
Quetzalcoatl by the standard of the 
marvelous teachings of the Book of 
Mormon, the great revelations re
garding Jesus recorded in the Doctrine 
and Covenants, and the astounding 
doctrines contained in the Pearl of 
Great Price and the Bible.

Since these standards were far 
superior and differed entirely from 
what I saw at Teotihuacan, my judg
ment was faulty; and so I decided 
that I must study archaeology and 
Indian traditions in order that I might 
more aptly place myself in the posi
tion of the pagan worshipers of 
Quetzalcoatl and thereby understand 

the significance of serpents and quet
zal feathers as symbols of Quetzalcoatl 
or Jesus Christ. This I immediately 
undertook.

Coati or horned ser
pent head from stair
case of the Temple of 
Quetzalcoatl at Teoti
huacan.

—Photo by Otto Done

Thirteen years elapsed, and I made 
my second trip to Teotihuacan. This 
time I was accompanied by Presi
dent and Sister Claudious Bowman, 
Jose Davila, and Sister Hunter. I also 
returned there the following year with 
a touring party. On each of these 
occasions we visited the famous Quet
zalcoatl Temple and quadrangle.

I now possessed a background and 
viewpoint far different from the one 
I had had on my first trip. I saw 
much more and certainly had a 
clearer understanding than I had had 
on my first visit to the Temple of 
Quetzalcoatl. I felt that now, at least 
to a certain degree, I was able to 
think, feel, understand, and appre
ciate as had the ancient builders of 
Teotihuacan.

The following discussion will por
tray my transition of understanding 
and feelings during the past fifteen 
years.

By 400 A.D. the religion of the 
Nephites and Lamanites had de
generated into pagan practices, and 
the former people as a nation had 
been exterminated in a terrible war 
fought on and near the Hill Cumorah. 
The survivors of that last war—some 
of whom were white in color and of 
Nephite stock and other bronze in 
color and of Lamanite lineage12— 
held sacred in their memories and

12Milton R. Hunter, “Archaeology and the Book 
of Mormon,” The Improvement Era (Salt Lake City, 
1955), No. 7, vol. 58, p. 498.

(Continued on page 282)
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PRESIDENT McKAY HONORED FOR 50 YEARS OF SERVICE
(Concluded from preceding page) 

and designated the site for the temple 
in New Zealand.

It would be difficult indeed to find 
a subject that President McKay has 
not excelled in, and many volumes 
could be written detailing his contri
butions to the Church.

He has spent a full lifetime of ac
tivity and love in the Sunday Schools. 
At the time of his call to the Apostle
ship in April 1906, he was serving as 
assistant superintendent of the Sun
day Schools of the Weber (Utah) 

■ Stake. In October 1906 he was sus
tained as second assistant general 
superintendent of the Sunday Schools; 
in April 1909 he was called as first 
assistant general superintendent; and 
in November 1918, he was sustained 

l as general superintendent of this or
ganization. He was general superin- 

, tendent until he was sustained as a 
member of the First Presidency in 
October 1934.

Of President David O. McKay, 
President Joseph Fielding Smith has 
written:

ARCHAEOLOGY AND THE BOOK OF MORMON
(Continued from page 241)

I traditions the knowledge of the great
est event that ever occurred in an- 

. cient America, namely, the visitation 
; of Jesus Christ, the resurrected Lord, 

to their progenitors in the Book of 
Mormon days. Although a universal 
apostasy prevailed, the teachings 
received directly from the Master 
having been adulterated, yet certain

EZRA TAFT BENSON
(Continued from page 271) 

the government. Elder Benson sought 
an appointment with the general in 
charge and was flatly refused. The 
plight of the people was so desperate 
that he refused to take no for an 
answer. He turned to the Lord for 
help through fasting and prayer. “Be
fore long,” he tells us, “a spirit of 
assurance replaced my troubled anx
iety. ‘The Lord,’ I thought, ‘is shar
ing his strength with me.’ An im
pelling force urged me to seek 
another audience with the general.

“I approached the general’s adju
tant with a new surge of confidence. 
Minutes later I was granted an audi
ence. The general heard me through 
and graciously acceded to our re
quest.”

He never compromises with evil; his soul 
is upright; and he has through his kindness 
and devotion obtained the universal love of 
the people. (The Deseret News “Church 
Section,” September 5, 1951.)

The Church of Jesus Christ of Lat
ter-day Saints has always pioneered 
in making its meeting places some
thing more than just preaching halls, 
but as one looks back over the span 
of President McKay’s ministry—to 
1906, when classes of the auxiliary 
organizations met in corners of the 
chapels (sometimes curtains were 
drawn to separate one class from an
other) or in dingy classroom space in 
the basements; and compare it with 
the well-lighted classrooms and the 
visual aids that are available now, 
one must surely exclaim, “What a 
difference!” Still the most effective 
teaching tool available to the Church 
in 1956 as it was in 1906 is the con
sistent life of a faithful member. That 
is the gift that President McKay has 
given to the Church during all of his 
eventful official ministry.

momentous events had made an ever
lasting impression on the inhabitants 
of ancient America. The greatest of 
these was the appearance of Jesus 
Christ to the inhabitants of the West
ern Hemisphere, as was explained in 
the three previous articles of this 
series in the Era.

(To be continued)

Divine assistance was also necessary 
to get him into Poland.

In Finland, Elder Benson selected 
an appropriate spot and dedicated 
that land to the preaching of the 
gospel.*  Meanwhile in Salt Lake 
Sister Benson continued, as usual, to 
take the major responsibility in rear
ing the family. Although she missed 
him greatly, her plucky spirit and 
desire to have him share his time in 
service to others was a real inspira
tion to many who realized that al
ready his church and business travels 
had taken him away from home about 
half of their married life.

*This was a rededication of that land. Elder Fran
cis M. Lyman of the Council of the Twelve, then 
serving as president of the European Mission, dedi
cated Finland in August 1903. (See The Improvement 
Era, 6:923.)
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