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Why Bother Studying the Textual 
Variants in the Book of Mormon?

“And I, Mormon, pray to God that they may be preserved from this time 
henceforth. And I know that they will be preserved; for there are great things 

written upon them, out of which my people and their brethren shall be judged at 
the great and last day.” Words of Mormon 1:11

The Know
When the first copies of the Book of Mormon came 
off the press in March 1830, they were not based, for 
the most part, directly on the original manuscript writ-
ten down by Oliver Cowdery as Joseph Smith dictat-
ed the text. Joseph, knowing from personal experience 
that manuscripts could sometimes get lost, had Oliver 
Cowdery and two other scribes make a copy of the orig-
inal manuscript from which the book could be printed.1 
Because much of the original manuscript was damaged 
or lost, this copy of the original text, known as the print-
er’s manuscript, is a priceless source of information on 
the Book of Mormon. We are fortunate that all but one 
line of it survives to the present day,2 especially because 
it was almost destroyed in 1878.

In June of 1878, a tornado tore through the town of 
Richmond, Missouri. It destroyed a third of the city, 
taking away even the foundations of the buildings.3 The 
county courthouse was destroyed, literally scattering 
books to the winds. Some of these books were carried 
forty miles away from the courthouse by the tornado.4 

David Whitmer, one of the witnesses to the Book of 
Mormon, was living in the town at the time, and had 
the printer’s manuscript of the Book of Mormon stored 
in a room of his house.

David’s house was a large two-story, seven-room house, 
and the tornado turned most of it into matchsticks. Or 
rather, the house across the street destroyed David’s 
house, when the tornado literally picked up his neigh-
bor’s house and threw it into David’s.5 There was only 
one part of David’s home that was preserved: the small 
room in which he stored the printer’s manuscript of the 
Book of Mormon. The rest of the house was utterly de-
stroyed, but this room was left completely undisturbed; 
not even the windows were broken.6 Everything else in 
that part of the town was flattened, yet the room con-
taining the printer’s manuscript survived. David and his 
family always attributed the preservation of the manu-
script to divine intervention.7

David Whitmer kept the manuscript until his death 
in 1888, and in 1903 Whitmer’s grandson sold it to 
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the Community of Christ. They, in turn, sold it to The 
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints on Septem-
ber 18, 2017.8

The Why
It is impossible to say whether the Lord intentionally 
preserved the printer’s manuscript of the Book of Mor-
mon, or whether the tornado and its debris simply hap-
pened to miss that room in the house by chance. How-
ever, the manuscript’s brush with certain destruction 
reminds us all of the importance of the printer’s man-
uscript. That precious manuscript gets readers as close 
as possible, in most sections of the Book of Mormon, to 
the very words spoken by Joseph Smith as he brought 
forth the text of the Book of Mormon by the gift and 
power of God.9

In the vast majority of cases, the current text of the Book 
of Mormon is substantially the same as it was when it 
came forth in 1830. But edits and changes have been 
made, usually for well-intentioned reasons. By exam-
ining the surviving sections of the original manuscript 
and the printer’s manuscript, we can come to under-
stand the Book of Mormon better.10

Most readers of the Book of Mormon are not concerned 
with the small textual differences between the printer’s 
manuscript and the modern Book of Mormon. How-
ever, examining these differences can help readers to 
understand many phrases or sentences in the Book of 
Mormon on a more technical and often interesting lev-
el.11 For example, the 1830 edition of the Book of Mor-
mon said “mediation” instead of “mediator”, in 2 Nephi 
2:27, but this was a typographical error as the printer’s 
manuscript clearly has “mediator.” This error was cor-
rected in the 1981 edition of the Book of Mormon using 
the invaluable Printer’s Manuscript.12 Work like this al-
lows us all to have greater confidence in the text of the 
Book of Mormon.

Looking at the handwriting of Oliver Cowdery and the 
other scribes is a reminder of the effort that was in-
volved in copying page after page of the Book of Mor-
mon.13 It increases our appreciation for the great men 
and women who were involved in producing the text 
we all enjoy today.14 And if God did indeed save this text 
from a tornado, as David Whitmer believed, it might be 
a good thing for us to pay a little bit more attention to 
the textual variants in the Book of Mormon.

The more we study the scriptures, and the greater atten-
tion we pay to the details of the text, the more the text 
will come alive to us, and the more we will see things 
we never noticed before. The printer’s manuscript, as 
one of the earliest surviving text of the Book of Mor-
mon, allows us to experience the book in a new way. If 
we assume that David Whitmer was right and that God 
had a hand in preserving this manuscript, this story is 
a reminder to all of us that God sometimes mercifully 
reaches down to intervene in our lives, helping us in mi-
raculous ways.15
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