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Why is “Words of Mormon” at the
End of the Small Plates?

“I found these plates, which contained this small account
of the prophets, from Jacob down to the reign of this king Benjamin,
and also many of the words of Nephi.”
Words of Mormon 1:3

The Know

Mormon went on, “The things which are upon these
plates pleasing me … I chose these things, to finish my
record upon them” (Words of Mormon 1:4–5). “I shall
take these plates,” Mormon said, “and put them with the
remainder of my record.” He did this, being prompted
by the Spirit, “for a wise purpose” (Words of Mormon
1:6–7). Mormon expresses his hope that his people may
“once again come to the knowledge of God” (Words of
And now, I speak somewhat concerning that Mormon 1:9), and then relates what happened to these
which I have written; for after I had made plates and how they ended up in his possession in the
an abridgment from the plates of Nephi, down to first place (Words of Mormon 1:10–11).
the reign of this king Benjamin, of whom Amaleki spake, I searched among the records which Altogether, Words of Mormon 1:1–11 explains: (a) how
had been delivered into my hands, and I found and when Mormon found the small plates; (b) how they
these plates, which contained this small account became part of the larger archive at his disposal; (c) his
of the prophets, from Jacob down to the reign of summary of their contents; (d) and his reasons for apthis king Benjamin, and also many of the words pending them to his larger record. In short, everything
a reader would expect to learn in an introduction. Yet
of Nephi. (Words of Mormon 1:3)
Mormon placed his explanatory material at the end, not
the beginning.
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When Mormon decided to include the small plates with
the rest of his abridgment, he gave an editorial explanation for why this material was included (Words of
Mormon 1:1–11).1 Mormon began by explaining that
he is about to pass the record on to his son, Moroni, and
that he has witnessed the near annihilation of his people
(Words of Mormon 1:1–2). He then explained:

Similarly, the Title Page of the Book of Mormon was,
according to Joseph Smith, “a literal translation taken
from the last leaf of the plates.”2 This is consistent with a
common ancient practice known as subscriptio, where
introductory information, such as “the indication of the
name of the writer/author and the title of the book” is
placed “right at the end, after the last line of the text.”3
Walter Burkert, an expert in the Classics, believed that
the attestation of this practice in Greek literature was
“a detailed and exclusive correspondence which proves
that Greek literary practice is ultimately dependent
upon Mesopotamia.”4

Notes

1. The remainder of Words of Mormon (vv. 12–18)
seems to have greater continuity with the first part of
Mosiah, and some scholars have even suggested that it
was originally part of a now missing portion of Mosiah.
See Jack M. Lyon and Kent R. Minson, “When Pages
Collide: Dissecting the Words of Mormon,” BYU Studies Quarterly 51, no. 4 (2012): 120–136. Others have
suggested that Joseph Smith wrote vv. 12–18 as a summary/bridge back into the large plates. See Brant A.
Gardner, “When Hypotheses Collide: Responding to
Lyon and Minson’s ‘When Pages Collide’,” Interpreter: A
Journal of Mormon Scripture 5 (2013): 105–119. Royal
Skousen, the expert of the critical text project, favors
The Why
Drawing on the work of Burkert, William J. Hamblin the Lyon/Minson position, but whichever view is cornoted that if the practice of subscriptio is “proof,” as rect, the point is clear that vv. 1–11 are a separate textual
Burkert said, of the dependence of Greek literature on unit which serves as an introduction to the small plates.
Mesopotamian influence, “cannot the same thing be
said of the Book of Mormon—that the practice of sub- 2. Joseph Smith, JS History, 1839, Church History Liscriptio represents ‘a detailed and exclusive correspon- brary, Salt Lake City, p. 9, in Karen Lynn Davidson, Dadence’ which offers proof that the Book of Mormon is vid J. Whittaker, Mark Ashurst-McGee, eds., Histories,
Volume 1: Joseph Smith Histories, 1832–1844, The Jo‘ultimately dependent’ on the ancient Near East?”5
seph Smith Papers Project (Salt Lake City, UT: Church
While proof may be a strong word, it is certainly true Historians Press, 2012), 352 (Draft 1), online at http://
that, as Hamblin pointed out, “This idea would have josephsmithpapers.org/paperSummary/history-cirbeen counterintuitive in the early nineteenth century ca-june-october-1839-draft-1#!/paperSummary/histowhen title pages appeared at the beginning, not the end, ry-circa-june-october-1839-draft-1&p=9
of books.”6 This is evident in the fact that although he
found it on the “last leaf,” the title page was published in 3. Walter Burkert, The Orientalizing Revolution: Near
Eastern Influence on Greek Culture in the Archaic Age
the front, not the back, of the Book of Mormon.
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1992), 32.
This ancient practice is not only evident in the placement of the title page, however, but also the location of 4. Burkert, The Orientalizing Revolution, 32.
Words of Mormon. The practice of subscriptio explains
why Mormon placed his explanation of the small plates 5. William J. Hamblin, “Metal Plates and the Book of
Mormon,” in Pressing Forward with the Book of Morat the end, not the beginning, of the record.
mon: The FARMS Updates of the 1990s, ed. John W.
Welch and Melvin J. Thorne (Provo, UT: FARMS, 1999),
Further Reading
William J. Hamblin, “Metal Plates and the Book of Mor- 22.
mon,” in Pressing Forward with the Book of Mormon:
The FARMS Updates of the 1990s, ed. John W. Welch 6. Hamblin, “Metal Plates and the Book of Mormon,”
21.
and Melvin J. Thorne (Provo, UT: FARMS, 1999),
20–22.
© Book of Mormon Central, 2016

2

