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BOOK OF MORMON
Study

by Dr. Hugh Nibley
PROFESSOR, HISTORY AND RELIGION, BRIGHAM YOUNG UNIVERSITY 

Part 8

T
he life of the tent-dwellers which 
Lehi and Ishmael effected was 
not the way of the Bedouin rene­

gade, but the traditional choice of 
seekers after righteousness. Lehi’s con­
cern to keep his people from degener­
ating into Bedouins is thoroughly 
typical of an attitude illustrated in 
Jawad All’s new two-volume Arabs 
before Islam, the first work of the kind 
to appear in Arabic. That author 
notes in his opening lines that 
the term Jahiliyah, “time of igno­
rance,” is used to describe the pre- 
Islamic Arabs not because of their 
ignorance of Islam, but because of 
their low cultural level: “They were 
nomadic tribesmen, living in igno­
rance and sloth, having no contacts 
with the outer world, and keeping no 
records.”100 This state of things has 
always been regarded as utterly 
abominable by the cultivated Arab, 
(as it was by Lehi), proud though he 
is of his desert heritage: the danger 
of degenerating into a desert tramp 
is a real and constant one, and the 
only way of combating it—by adab, 
a thorough training in the poetry of 
the fathers, and by the keeping of 
records—has been an obsession with 
the high-minded men of the desert 
throughout their history.101

In the summer of 1953 a copy of 
the eighth book of Hamdani’s Al- 
Iklil came into the author’s posses­
sion from the library of the late J. A. 
Montgomery, one of the great Arabists 
of our time. Here is the key to one 
of Lehi’s most wonderful dreams, for 
this book of the Iklil is devoted to 
describing the early castles of Arabia, 
“great and spacious buildings” which 
“stood as it were in the air, high 
above the earth,” filled with proud 
and finely dressed people who held 
the wandering Bedouins in contempt. 
The imagery is Nephi’s, but it might 
have been taken right out of Ham- 
dani: “And the castle of Ghumdan,” 
he writes of one of the most famous, 
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“had twenty stories of upper cham­
bers, one above another. There is 
disagreement as to its height and 
breadth, for some say each of its 
walls measured a thousand by a thou­
sand (a “great and spacious house” 
indeed!), while others say it was 
greater, and that each of its (20) 
stories was ten cubits (15 feet) high. 
And the poet Al-Adsha says:
And never was there a more splendid as­

semblage of people
Than the people of Ghumdan when they 

gathered.
But dire calamity befell them,
Even as a wailing woman who has been 

utterly bereft.102

Numerous other accounts of this 
and other castles are cited but the 
moral is always the same: the mag­
nificent gathering in the great and 
spacious building high above the earth 
is doomed to the destruction reserved 
for the haughty and the wicked. 
If no evidence for the provenience 
of the Book of Mormon existed ex­
cept the 8th chapter of First Nephi, 
that alone would be quite adequate to 
establish its oriental origin beyond a 
doubt. Indeed there is but one ob­
jection to its claims of authenticity, 
and that is a far-fetched story that a 
certain young man once told about 
an angel.

The reader may find in our above 
translations of Arabic poets ample 
proof of the claim that the greatest 
verses of those artists cannot be made' 
into anything remotely resembling 
good literature in English and still 
preserve a trace of their original form 
or content. To judge the Book of 
Mormon as a literary work, there­
fore, is the height of folly. Nichol­
son notes that the very best oriental 
poetry contains “much that to modern 
taste is absolutely incongruous with 
poetic style. Their finest pictures . . . 
often appear uncouth or grotesque, 
because without an intimate knowl­
edge of the land and people it is 

impossible for us to see what the 
poet intended to convey, or to ap­
preciate the truth and beauty of its 
expression.”103 One is constantly 
coming upon strange little expres­
sions that recall the Book of Mormon. 
Thus the non-Bibli-cal “white and 
delightsome” of the Book of Mormon 
is the exact equivalent of the Arabic 
al-hasan wa’lbiyad—a very early ex­
pression,104 while the designation of 
the sea by the earliest Arab poets as 
“the ocean spring” or “fountain,” 
immediately recalls the term used 
by Lehi’s wanderers, “the fountain of 
the Red Sea,” and solves a knotty 
problem with a single cut.105

A recent study by Rosenblatt on 
oaths bears out well what we said 
about the episode of the swearing of 
Zoram. Among both Arabs and 
Jews, says Rosenblatt, “an oath with­
out God’s name is no oath,” while 
“both in Jewish and Mohammedan 
sources oaths by ‘the life of God’ are 
frequent.”106 So Nephi’s “as the 
Lord liveth” is strictly correct.

The whole picture of the racial and 
linguistic composition of the human 
race in the Jaredite era at the dawn 
of history has in our own day under­
gone such a complete alteration that 
those theories so stoutly defended in 
the 1920’s and 1930’s as the final 
verdict of scientific objectivity now 
appear almost pitifully biased. As 
Pittioni pointed out in 1952, a “so­
ciologically oriented evolutionism” 
has so thoroughly preconditioned the 
thinking of the experts, who have 
“unconsciously and unquestioningly 
assumed a point of view sprung direct­
ly from the natural-science orienta­
tion of nineteen-century cosmol­
ogy,” that they address themselves 
to the problem of origins with the 
implicit conviction that they already 
know exactly how everything hap­
pened!107 So ingrained is this child­
like faith in the infallibility of the 

(Continued on page 447)
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evolutionary rule of thumb, that it 
has enabled our colleges in the West 
to dispense almost entirely with li­
braries, and to offer large numbers of 
impressive courses in ancient life and 
culture without ever feeling the dis­
quieting urge to consult original 
sources: why bother to read hard 
books when evolution gives you an 
easy answer to everything?

Every new discovery tends to sub­
stantiate the theory of a primary radi­
ation of peoples from the “Jaredite 
country” in the northern reaches of 
the Tigris and Euphrates. It is to that 
area that archaeologists have now 
turned for the solution to the problem 
of world-civilization. Whether or not 
Jarmo, east of the Tigris in northern 
Iraq, is actually the oldest village in 
the world, as was announced in 1951 
(and Braidwood estimates its age at 
only six-thousand—not sixty-million 
—years),108 it certainly lies at the 
center of a series of radiating zones 
that embrace ruins of the same type 
that rival it in antiquity. The most 
ancient cities in the world are not 
strewn about the earth in haphazard 
fashion, but give every indication of 
spreading from a single center.109

The same tendency to converge to­
wards a single point on the map has 
marked the study of linguistic origins 
during the last decades. The identi­
fication of exotic central and even 
eastern Asiatic languages as members 
of our own linguistic family was 
followed at the end of the 1920’s by 
thé surprising discovery that the mys­
terious Hittite was cousin to such 
homely western idioms as Latin and 
Welsh. Within the last year or two 
archaeologists claim to have filled up 
the gap between the Indo-European 
and the Turanian languages; if that 
is so, almost all of Europe and Asia 
will turn out to be speaking varia­
tions of a single tongue.110 In 1952 
Carnoy announced that Etruscan, 
which has baffled researchers for 
centuries, belongs to a very early 
wave of Indo-European migration in­
to the west, a wave which brought in 
with it such strange “Pelasgian” lan­
guages as Lydian and Lycian, and 
that Etruscan’s closest relative is the 
thoroughly western Hittite.111

Along with this amazing predom­
inance of “our own people” in times

• • (Continued on following page)
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(Continued from preceding page) 
and places at which any suggestion 
of their presence a few years ago 
would have excited gales of con­
temptuous laughter, goes the newly- 
won conviction that the great civiliza­
tions of Egypt and Mesopotamia did

not originate in those lands at all. 
At present the experts are meditating 
and arguing about the peculiar cir­
cumstance, that writing was intro­
duced into both areas suddenly and 
first appears in both places in an 

(Continued on page 450)
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WE often see the familiar picture of parents and teachers yj
pleading with young people to improve themselves, to yj

learn their lessons, to make the most of their lives. And y)
because of this sincere anxiety on the part of parents, young $
people may sometimes assume that they are doing teachers S
or parents a favor by learning their lessons, by improving «
their lives. In one sense this is true. It is true that much z<
of the measure of a parent’s success and satisfaction is found $
in the soundness and happiness and success of his children. yj
It is true that much of a teacher’s success is found in the y)
lessons that his students learn. But in another sense, it is . a g
peculiar paradox that parents or teachers should so much, so 8
long, so patiently have to plead with young people to make «
good use of their lives—for every effort they make, all the z<
knowledge they acquire, every lesson they learn is for their $
own everlasting advantage. And in doing what they should y)
do and in learning what they should learn, they are doing y)
a favor for themselves. Leaving for the moment the matter 8
of prodding and persuading young people, may we look 8
briefly at another side of the subject: Sometimes we may 8
think that we have done someone else a special favor if we 8
live according to law. Sometimes we may think we are doing 8
the Lord God a special favor if we keep his commandments. p
And it is true that it would please him to have us do so, for 
his declared purpose is “to bring to pass the immortality and 
eternal life of man,”1 to bring to pass the happiness, and peace 
and everlasting progress of his children. For this cause were 
the commandments given, and for this cause has he patiently 
repeated them through his servants, the prophets. But in 
keeping them, we serve first oyrselves—no matter what we 
may do for others besides ourselves. And in breaking them 
we do injury to ourselves, no matter what we may do to 
others besides ourselves. It is a great virtue to love and to 
please parents; it is a sincere satisfaction to a teacher to see 
a lesson learned; and it is good to keep the commandments 
for the approving favor of our heavenly Father. But in all 
this pleasing of others, in all this learning of lessons, in all 
this keeping of commandments, we do immeasurable service 
for ourselves. And others shouldn’t have to plead with us so 
much or labor with us so long to persuade us to do what we 
ought to be anxiously doing.

iPearl of Great Price: Moses 1:39.
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identical stage of development; this 
would indicate as plain as day that 
it must have come from the same 
source. But in that case, why are 
the earliest Egyptian and the earliest 
Babylonian writings so different from 
each other?112 Whatever the answer, 
we must now give up the old illusion 
that the origin of civilization is to be 
sought in either Egypt or Babylonia. 
The once popular theory that China 
saw the earliest beginnings must also 
be abandoned, though in view of the
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impressive list of common cultural 
traits that bind ancient Egypt, Baby­
lonia, and China, one must assume 
that China, too, drew from the com­
mon source.113

How far afield the authorities now 
range in their search for Eden may 
be estimated from A. Herrmann’s 
Erdkarte und Urbibel. Herrmann be­
lieves that the oldest parts of Genesis 
are the geographical passages, and 
that these all have one source, a lost 
“Ur-Genesis,” which was in fact 
originally a History of Abraham,
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which he designates as the Ur-Abra­
ham, the ultimate source of Genesis.114 
[According to this source, the entire 
human race was living in the Land 
of Eden (not the Garden of Eden) 
when they were overwhelmed by 
water.115 The largest surviving pieces 
of this lost Book of Abraham 
are to be found in the Book of 
Jubilees, according to Herrmann, 
which, interestingly enough is of all 
questioned Apocrypha the one most 
thoroughly vindicated by the finding 
of the Scrolls, which show Jubilees 
to be not a medieval but a genuinely 
ancient document. According to this 
source, the entire human race was 
living in the Land of Eden (not the 
Garden of Eden, but the land where 
it had been) when they were over­
whelmed by water.115 This cannot 
have taken place in Mesopotamia or 
Egypt, Herrmann observes, since 
both those lands are described in the 
sources as being uninhabited in 
Noah’s day,116 and Kraeling has 
noted that according to other sources 
the people in the ark did not have the 
vaguest idea where they were after 
the flood, but being in strange sur­
roundings had to learn of their loca­
tion by revelation.117 So Herrmann 
seeks the Land of Eden in Abyssinia, 
South Arabia, and the headwaters of 
the Nile—all dubious locales and all 
Far from the conventional Babylonian 
sites. It is a quest that would have 
struck the dogmatic scholars of past 
years with amazement: they knew 
where the Garden of Eden was.

No subject has been studied more 
diligently of recent years than that 
of the ancient towers. In 1946 L. H. 
Vincent showed that the ziggurat was 
designed from the first as a means by 
which the gigunu could mount up 
to heaven; it was “a scale model of 
the world,” and a sort of link between 
the heavenly and earthly temples and 
at the same time “a model of the uni­
verse” and a ladder to the upper 
world.118 The biblical explanation 
for the Tower of Babel is thus strictly 
correct.118 G. Thausig in 1948 in­
cluded the Egyptian pyramid among 
such structures, as “symbol of the 
outpouring of light, architectural 
manifestation of the idea of emana­
tion and symbol of the uniting of 
Heaven and Earth. Its very name 
—mr, ‘binding’ (shows that) it is 
the Way to the world below, but also 
to the world above.”119 In the fol­
lowing year André Parrot published 
a large book on ziggurats, in which 
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he sums up all the previous theories 
as to the nature of these mysterious 
towers, e.g., that they were meant to 
represent mountains, thrones, dwell­
ings, the universe, altars, but espe­
cially that they are special structures 
“which the gods use in order to pass 
from their celestial habitation to their 
terrestrial residence, from invisibility 
to visibility. The ziggurat is thus 
nothing but the supporting structure 
for the edifice on its top, and a stair­
way between the upper and the lower 
world.”120 In a study on the Tower 
of Babel, Parrot in 1950 elaborated 
on this last conception as the true 
explanation for the towers: the god 
was thought to “land” with his es­
corting troupe at the “Hochtempel” 
at the top of the tower, and then to 
descend the stairs to the “Tieftempel” 
at the bottom, where everything was 
in readiness to receive him; the holy 
company was thought to return to 
heaven by the same route.121 In the 
same year, Contenau in his book on 
the Babylonian Deluge concluded 
that the Ziggurat of Babylon actually 
was the Tower of Babel, that such 
towers while serving as astronomical 
observatories were originally “tem­
ples of passage,” reception places for 
divinity whenever it visited the earth; 
the holy mountain itself, according 
to this authority, was originally such 
a place of contact between heaven and 
earth.122 There is no doubt at all, 
Contenau believes, that these Baby­
lonian towers are the same as the 
Egyptian pyramids in their function 
of “passages for divinity from heaven 
to earth and back again,” the two 
having a common, but very ancient 
and unknown, origin.123

From a study of the archaic seals 
of Babylonia, the oldest written docu­
ments in the world, Pierre Amiet in 
1951 concluded that in the archaic 
period “the ziggurat was at one and 
the same time an immense altar on 
which were placed the gifts designed 
to attract the god, the platform where 
the priests raised themselves up to be 
nearer to the divinity, as an aid to 
their prayers, and the support for the 
stairway which the god, in response 
to those prayers, employed in order 
to descend to the earth. . . . ”124 The 
same scholar in 1953 is more specific 
still: one idea is clear above all others 
in these old tower-temples, “the idea 
of ascension, of mounting up.”125 The 
steps of the tower, like the steps of 
the altars in the most primitive seals, 
are stairways, “binding the heavens 
JUNE 1954 

to the earth.”126 The earliest of all 
known temples is “the supra-terres­
trial place, celestial as it were, where 
the two aspects of divinity become 
fused on the occasion of the per­
formance of essential ordinances, 
destined to assure fecundity upon the 
earth.”126 Thus a hundred years of 
speculation have arrived at the point 
of departure: there was a real tower 
that meant what the Bible said it 
did.

A conspicuous aspect of the sacred 
tower is that it is always thought of 
as standing at the exact center of 
the earth; it is an observatory from 
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which one takes one’s bearings on 
the universe. This being so, it is 
easy to see how men would regard 
such a tower as the starting point for 
the populating of the whole world. 
Thus in the Book of Jubilees (38:4), 
when the sons of Jacob went forth 
to claim their heritage, “they di­
vided themselves into companies on 
the four sides of the tower.” This is 
no mere mythological concept: in 
every ancient land the seat of govern­
ment was an exalted structure thought 
to stand at the exact geographical 
center of the world.127 The practical

(Continued on following page)
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economy of this is obvious; after all, 
most of our state capitals are placed as 
near the geographical center of the 
states as is practical. When the 
scriptures tell us that the people of 
the world had a great common cen­
ter to which they repaired and from 
which, when it broke up, they scat­
tered in all directions, it is not telling 
a fabulous or impossible tale, but is 
rehearsing a well-known historic pat­
tern.

By now many readers will be aware 
of an interesting study on “Men and 
Elephants in America” recently ap­
pearing in the Scientific Monthly; the 
writer concludes: “Archaeology has 
proved that the American Indian 
hunted and killed elephants; it has 
also strongly indicated that these ele­
phants have been extinct for several 
thousand years. This means that the 
traditions of the Indians recalling 
these animals have retained their his­
torical validity for great stretches of 
time . . . probably the minimum is 
three thousand years. . . . ”128 The 
author favors three thousand years 
ago as the terminal date for the ex­
istence of the elephant in America,129 
which would place its extinction about 
a thousand years B.C., when the 
Jaredite culture was already very old 
and Lehi’s people were not to appear 
on the scene for some centuries. This 
suits very well with the Book of Mor­
mon account, and in that case the 
Indian legends must go back to Jare­
dite times, and indeed the author of 
the study quoted insists that they 
must be at least three thousand years 
old. But since legends are word-of- 
mouth tradition, the presence of 
Jaredite legends among the Indians 
presumes a survival of the Jaredite 
strain among them, and at the very 
least such legends cannot have been 
transmitted from Jaredite to Lamanite 
hunters without long and intimate 
contact between the two groups. 
Here, then, is a strong argument for 
Jaredite survivors among the Indians, 
and if one refuses to interpret it as 
such one must certainly admit ex­
tensive intercourse between the two 
groups in order to transmit to the 
Lamanites knowledge which only the 
Jaredites possessed.

My own inclination is to see actual 
Jaredite heredity in the Indian strain.
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In Section 49, Verse 24 of the Doc­
trine and Covenants it is promised 
that “ . . . the Lamanites shall blos­
som as the rose.” Yet many of the 
great nations of the eastern forests, 
the most formidable tribes of all, 
have entirely disappeared; whatever 
happens, they will never flourish. Can 
it be that those fierce and vanished 
tribes were predominantly of Jaredite 
stock and not true Lamanites at all?

(To be continued)
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