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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION

Performing Revelation:

Joseph Smith’s Oral Performance of The Book of Mormon

by

William Davis
Doctor of Philosophy in Theater and Performance Studies
University of California, Los Angeles, 2016
Professor Michael Colacurcio, Co-Chair

Professor Michael Hackett, Co-Chair

In 1830, Joseph Smith Jr. published The Book of Mormon and subsequently founded a
new American religion. According to Smith, The Book of Mormon represented the English
translation of an authentic record, written in “Reformed Egyptian,” concerning ancient Israelites
who migrated to the Americas in approximately 600 B.C.E. Smith’s purported translation of
this sacred history, however, did not occur by traditional means. Rather than directly consulting
the record and providing an English rendition, Smith employed a method of divination by
placing a “seer stone” into the bottom of his hat, holding the hat to his face to shut out all light,
and then he proceeded to dictate the entire text of The Book of Mormon in an extended oral
performance, without the aid of notes or manuscripts. By his side, Smith’s scribes wrote down
the entire text verbatim in the moment Smith uttered them. As a result, at over 500 printed
pages, The Book of Mormon stands as one of the longest recorded oral performances in the

history of the United States.

ii

www.manaraa.com



This dissertation aims to uncover some of the primary techniques of oral performance
that Smith used in the construction of his work. Oratorical skill constituted a critical mode of
public and private discourse in the culture of the early American nation; and, as I will argue, the
text of The Book of Mormon reveals key characteristics of Smith’s techniques in oral
performance that, in turn, reflect the oratorical training of the age. Drawing on Smith’s
exposure to a kaleidoscope of cultural institutions that inculcated oratorical skills—focusing
specifically on formal and informal education, Sunday school training and revivalism, folk magic
practices, semi-extemporaneous Methodist preaching and exhorting, and the fireside
storytelling culture of early America—this dissertation will demonstrate how these related
cultural streams of oral performance converged in Smith’s production of The Book of Mormon,
providing him with the necessary skills and techniques to produce and recite his massive

Christian epic through the medium of the spoken word.
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Introduction: Performing Revelation

On April 7, 1829, Joseph Smith Jr., the 24-year-old future prophet and seer of the
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, sat down with Oliver Cowdery, a young
schoolteacher acting as his primary amanuensis, and began to dictate the Book of Mormon in an
extended oral performance.! From eyewitness accounts, a brief description of the nature of
Smith’s performance emerges. Before proceeding with each dictation session, Smith and
Cowdery, along with any observers, kneeled in prayer in order to set the tone for their spiritual
work. After imploring God’s divine influence, they all rose and reverently took their places
within the room, befitting the sacredness of the event. The following account by David
Whitmer, a friend of both Smith and Cowdery, as well as a scribe for a small portion of the
project, offers one of the best descriptions of the ritualized practice:

Each time before resuming the work, all present would kneel in prayer and invoke the
Divine blessing on the proceeding. After prayer, Smith would sit on one side of the table,
and the amanuenses, in turn as they became tired, on the other. Those present and not
actively engaged in the work seated themselves around the room and then the work
began.2

t Other scribes included Emma Smith (Joseph’s wife), Reuben Hale (Emma’s brother), Martin Harris,
David Whitmer, and possibly John Whitmer. Their contributions, however, were minimal; Oliver
Cowdery acted as the primary scribe for the majority of the Book of Mormon. See Richard Van Wagoner
and Steve Walker, "Joseph Smith: "The Gift of Seeing'," Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon Thought 15, no. 2
(1982): 50-53. See also, John W. Welch and Tim Rathbone, "Book of Mormon Translation by Joseph
Smith," in Encyclopedia of Mormonism, ed. Daniel H. Ludlow (New York: Macmillan, 1992), 210.
Regarding the starting date of Cowdery’s participation, in a published letter to W. W. Phelps, Cowdery
writes, “On Monday the 6t [of April], T assisted him [Joseph Smith] in arranging some business of a
temporal nature, and on Tuesday the 7th, commenced to write the book of Mormon. These were days
never to be forgotten—to sit under the sound of a voice dictated by the inspiration of heaven, awakened
the utmost gratitude of this bosom!” Oliver Cowdery, Latter Day Saints' Messenger and Advocate,
October 1834, 14.

2 David Whitmer’s account reflects the period when Smith was dictating the Book of Mormon in Fayette,
New York, at the Whitmer home. The project, however, began in Harmony, Pennsylvania. For Whitmer’s
description, see Dan Vogel, Early Mormon Documents, 5 vols., vol. 5 (Salt Lake City: Signature Books,
2003). 153-54 (punctuation modified for clarity). Further references to Vogel’s five-volume edited work
will be shortened to EMD, followed by volume and page numbers (e.g., Vogel, EMD, 5: 153-54).
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The majority of the dictation took place at the family table in the Smith’s small two-
bedroom home in Harmony, Pennsylvania, where Cowdery, armed with an inkwell and stack of
foolscap paper, busily wrote down every word that Smith uttered, recording the performance
verbatim.3 Across the table, Smith recited the text of the Book of Mormon at a steady pace,
speaking not word-to-word but phrase-to-phrase.4 Smith’s method of dictation was, however,
unlike the common nineteenth-century practice of dictating letters and correspondence, where
the author spoke directly to his or her amanuensis, without mediating objects to facilitate the
process. Rather, Smith made use of what was for him a familiar and well-practiced form of
divination. Adopting an instrument common to both folk magic and occult philosophies, Smith
placed a “seer stone”—a mystical object that functioned much like a palm-sized crystal ball-into
the bottom of his upturned hat, held the hat to his face to block out all light, peered into the
stone for focus and divine inspiration, and then proceeded to speak aloud the entire text of the

Book of Mormon to his attentive scribes.5

3 Because of negative family pressure from in-laws, who felt the translation project of ancient gold plates
was fraudulent, Smith would relocate to the Whitmer family farm in Fayette, NY, to complete the project.
For further information, see Richard L. Bushman, Joseph Smith: Rough Stone Rolling (New York: Alfred
A. Knopf, 2005). 76.

4 Based on his study of the original scribal manuscript, Royal Skousen, editor of a massive critical text
project on the Book of Mormon, theorizes that Smith either saw the words of the Book of Mormon on the
surface of the seer stone or in a spiritual vision, based in eyewitness reports: “Witnesses seemed to have
believed that Joseph actually saw an English text in the interpreters, but it is possible that Joseph saw the
text, so to speak in his ‘mind’s eyes’.” Skousen also claims that “Joseph had at least twenty words in view
as he was dictating.” Royal Skousen, "How Joseph Smith Translated the Book of Mormon: Evidence from
the Original Manuscript," Journal of Book of Mormon Studies 7, no. 1 (1998): 24-25. Alternatively,
phrase-by-phrase dictation provides direct evidence of oral-formulaic composition, where an oral
performer constructs and recites narratives with formulaic phrases. For a detailed discussion, see chapter
nine of this dissertation, titled, “Storytelling Culture and Oral Formulaic Composition.”

5 My use of “occultism” and “magic” reflects the way Early Modern English-speakers through the early
nineteenth century referred to hidden mysteries and secret knowledge of supernatural phenomena. Such
usage does not, however, entail modern perceptions that “occultism” is synonymous with “cult” or any
form of satanic ritual (indeed, Christian occultism explicitly sought divine knowledge from God and his
angels). The negative connotations associated with “cult” make the term unproductive when discussing
these new religious movements and their modes of knowledge production. When defining “occult” and
“magic,” I follow D. Michael Quinn’s explanation that, “for many, occult means evil and magic refers to
fantasy or sleight-of-hand entertainment. However, those popular definitions distort the more descriptive
meanings of these words in historical context and scholarly usage.” For Quinn’s discussion on the
definition of terms, see D. Michael Quinn, Early Mormonism and the Magic World View, 2nd ed. (Salt
Lake City: Signature Books, 1998). xxiii-xxix. For further discussion on the usage and avoidance of “cult”
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Along with the use of a mystical seer stone, the circumstances of Smith’s production also
set it apart from most contemporary compositions. Indeed, from Smith’s point of view the work
was not his composition at all. Rather, he presented himself as merely acting as a divinely
inspired translator (or, according to some Mormon scholars, a transmitter) of an ancient
historical record, inscribed on gold plates, which a ministering angel had revealed to him. The
seer stone thus operated as a translation instrument, which, by means of spiritual inspiration
and divine operations, provided Smith with an English translation from the “reformed
Egyptian” of an ancient record.

What Smith did or did not envision in the stone, however, remains a mystery. He never
publicly shared the details of this mystic methodology, though numerous accounts from friends,
family and neighbors claim that Smith saw the English translation appear on the surface of the
seer stone “in bright luminous letters.”® Furthermore, because the translation occurred
ostensibly via this supernatural process, he apparently never needed to consult the gold plates
directly during the project. When Smith was dictating the translation, his wife, Emma, observed

that the gold plates could be resting on the table “wrapped in a small linen table-cloth,” or, as

in academic discourse, see, for example, James T. Richardson, "Definitions of Cult: From Sociological-
Technical to Popular-Negative," Review of Religious Research 34, no. 4 (1993): 348-56. And Paul J.
Olson, "The Public Perception of 'Cults' and 'New Religious Movements'," Journal for the Scientific Study
of Religion 45, no. 1 (2006): 97-106. Regarding the exclusive use of the seer stone in the production of the
Book of Mormon text, Richard Van Wagoner and Steve Walker indicate, "consensus holds that the
"translation’ process was accomplished through a single seer stone from the time of the loss of the
[original] 116 pages until the completion of the book." See Van Wagoner and Walker, "Joseph Smith," 53.
Smith originally began the project in 1828, but Martin Harris, one of his scribes and his primary financial
backer, lost the opening 116 pages. See chapter one for further details.

6 John Welch and Tim Rathbone note, “at a Church conference in 1831, Hyrum Smith invited the Prophet
to explain more fully how the Book of Mormon came forth. Joseph Smith responded that ‘it was not
intended to tell the world all the particulars of the coming forth of the Book of Mormon; and. . . it was not
expedient for him to relate these things.” John W. Welch and Tim Rathbone, "Translation of The Book of
Mormon by Joseph Smith," in To All the World: The Book of Mormon Articles from the Encyclopedia of
Mormonism, ed. Daniel H. Ludlow, S. Kent Brown, and John W. Welch (Provo, UT: The Foundation for
Ancient Research and Mormon Studies (FARMS), 2000), 282. For an overview of various theories on
Smith’s translation process, see Brant A. Gardner, The Gift and Power: Translating the Book of Mormon
(Salt Lake City, UT: Greg Kofford Books, 2011). 147-56. For the description of the translation words
appearing on the seer stone “in bright luminous letters,” see Vogel, EMD, 5: 104, 108. See also Michael
Hubbard Mackay and Nicholas J. Frederick, Joseph Smith's Seer Stones (Provo and Salt Lake City, UT:
Religious Studies Center, Brigham Young University, with Deseret Book Company, 2016). 225.
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Smith’s skeptical father-in-law, Isaac Hales, commented sardonically, Smith might be
translating in the house “with a stone in his hat, and his hat over his face, while the Book of
Plates were at the same time hid in the woods!””

Over the course of ninety days (which some scholars estimate to have been “less than
sixty working days”8), Smith unleashed a torrential flow of verbal art and narrative creation.
Without apparently referring to notes, manuscripts or books (with the possible exception of
occasionally consulting a King James Version of the Bible), Smith delivered an extensive
biblical-style narrative that told the tale of a group of sixth-century BCE Israelites, who,
according to the story that emerged, journeyed from ancient Jerusalem to the Americas and
built up vast civilizations, only to be destroyed when the people became wicked and turned away
from God.® The resulting work of more than 500 printed pages would contain hundreds of
narrative episodes, all cohesively linked together into an overarching, epic structure.

The surviving scribal manuscript of Smith’s performance would further reveal that he

did not return to revise the text for publication, beyond relatively minor adjustments (mostly

7 For Emma’s account, see Vogel, EMD, 1: 539. For Isaac Hales’ account, see Vogel, EMD, 4: 287.
8 Welch and Rathbone, "Translation," 283.

9 Several eyewitnesses, both friendly and antagonistic, periodically observed Smith in the process of oral
translation, and none of them observed Smith using notes or texts in the production of The Book of
Mormon. For instance, Emma Smith, Joseph’s wife, would recall, “I frequently wrote [transcribed] day
after day [for Joseph], often sitting at the table close by him, he sitting with his face buried in his hat with
the stone in it and dictating hour after hour, with nothing between us. He had neither manuscript nor
book to read from. If he had had anything of the kind he could not have concealed it from me.” Vogel,
EMD, 1: 539 (non-relevant authorial markings silently removed). Even so, none of the eyewitnesses,
including Emma, claimed to have observed the process every day, from start to finish, which would have
arguably allowed Smith occasions to consult a bible or other outside material, either during or between
dictation sessions. The Book of Mormon, for example, contains many passages borrowed from the King
James Version of the Bible, leading many scholars to believe that Smith may have referred directly to a
copy of the Bible when incorporating such passages. See Stan Larson, "The Historicity of the Matthean
Sermon on the Mount in 3 Nephi," in New Approaches to the Book of Mormon: Explorations in Critical
Methodology, ed. Brent Lee Metcalfe (Salt Lake City, UT: Signature Books, 1993), 116. Larson counts
Mormon scholars Hugh Nibley, Sidney B. Sperry and B. H. Roberts among those who believe Smith
referenced directly a KJV Bible. See also David P. Wright, "Isaiah in the Book of Mormon: Or Joseph
Smith in Isaiah," in American Apocrypha: Essays on the Book of Mormon, ed. Dan Vogel and Brent Lee
Metcalfe (Salt Lake City, UT: Signature Books, 2002), 157-234. See also H. Michael Marquardt, The Rise
of Mormonism: 1816-1844 (Longwood, FL: Xulon Press, 2005). 141. Regardless of opportunities to
reference an outside text, the majority of the Book of Mormon, as this study will both argue and
demonstrate, was primarily the result of an extended oral performance, rather than a literary project.
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spelling and punctuation) from the original outpouring of orally-composed material.?> In other
words, the oral draft was nearly identical to the final printed form, apart from the fact that
Cowdery’s handwritten manuscript did not include punctuation—a textual characteristic that
appears to reflect the fast-paced oral dictation process and further marks a distinction between
the production of an oral and literary text. As such, the Book of Mormon stands as one of the
longest recorded oral performances in the history of American culture, comparable in length
and magnitude, as well as method and technique, to the classical oral epics of Homer’s Iliad and
Odyssey combined.™
Theory and Analysis

Smith’s creation of the Book of Mormon offers several potential avenues for performance
analysis. Perhaps the most obvious approach would be a study of the dictation event itself: by
carving out a temporal duration for the performance, an analysis might foreground Smith’s

dictation process, while isolating it from the surrounding cultural context, and then focus the

10 Not all changes were inconsequential. For example, Melodie Moench Charles notes, “The evolution of
Joseph Smith’s beliefs in God is reflected in differences between the original 1830 edition of the Book of
Mormon and all subsequent LDS editions. For the 1837 printing Smith made some efforts to remove the
overlap and blending of the roles of God the Father, the God of humankind, and his Son, Jesus Christ,
who atoned for humankind’s sins.” Her examples include 1 Nephi 11:19, where Smith revised “the mother
of God” to “the mother of the Son of God”; 1 Nephi 11:21, “even the Eternal Father” becomes “even the Son
of the Eternal Father”; 1 Nephi 11:32, “the everlasting God was judged of the world” becomes “the Son of
the everlasting God was judged of the world”; and 1 Nephi 13:40, “the Lamb of God is the Eternal Father”
becomes “the Lamb of God is the Son of the Eternal Father.” Melodie Moench Charles, "Book of Mormon
Christology," in New Approaches to the Book of Mormon: Explorations in Critical Methodology, ed.
Brent Lee Metcalfe (Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 1993), 107.

1 Grant Hardy, in his “Introduction” to Royal Skousen’s The Book of Mormon: The Earliest Text,
observes that the Book of Mormon represents “a single, extended oral performance. As such, it is nearly
unique among world scriptures.” See Grant Hardy, "Introduction,” in The Book of Mormon: The Earliest
Text, ed. Royal Skousen (New Haven, CT: Yale UP, 2009), xx-xxi. The comparison between the Book of
Mormon and Homer’s epics quickly diverges, however, regarding questions of aesthetics, authorship and
transmission. Though these works are both orally-derived narratives, Smith’s text is the result of a single-
authored, one-time attempt at a sustained oral performance. The Iliad and Odyssey, however, developed
over centuries within a vibrant oral tradition in which performers produced an endless number of
variations (multiforms) of the epics. How much of Homer’s texts actually belong to the poet Homer (some
scholars question if he ever existed), or to generations of poets who may have refined his work, is
unknown. For a helpful overview of these issues, see Robert Fowler, "The Homeric Question," in The
Cambridge Companion to Homer, ed. Robert Fowler (New York: Cambridge UP, 2004), 220-32. Finally,
throughout the dissertation, my use of “America” and “American” specifically identifies the nation of the
United States of America, using the term that early citizens used to describe themselves. The identity of
“Native American,” however, refers to the indigenous populations throughout all the Americas, not just
those living within the territorial boundaries of the early United States.
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discussion on what occurs within that circumscribed outline and what performative
characteristics emerge. Thus, the performance framework for analysis would begin with Smith’s
initial prayer of invocation for spiritual assistance in his project, and then end when the
dictation sessions came to a close.

Because Smith’s performance involves religious divination and prophetic utterances, the
analysis might turn to ritual as a theoretical lens, augmented by an attempt to define what
Smith’s performance signifies. For example, an analysis of the functionality of the performance
might incorporate J. L. Austin’s concept of performative language, enhanced by John R. Searle’s
positioning of such “speech acts” in extended rule-governed linguistic and cultural systems.!2
Further considerations might include an analysis of how the performance act produces a text
that represents not only the residue (script) of a performance, but a performative artifact that
inscribes prophetic power (tangible evidence of Smith’s prophetic calling), and reinscribes
prophetic power in future generations of those who hold interpretative, authoritative claims.'3
The analysis might also continue with other related critical issues, such as the identification of
the actors and the cultural work they are performing, the dynamics between the performer(s)

and observer(s) and how those dynamics construct meaning, the reification of social hierarchies

12 Austin’s performative sentence, or simply “a performative,” is a term that “indicates that the issuing of
the utterance is the performing of an action—it is not normally thought of as just saying something.” In
other words, performatives are utterances that do something, that catalyze an action, rather than
linguistic statements or assertions that serve to communicate ideas. J. L. Austin, How to Do Things with
Words, 2nd ed., The William James Lectures (1955) (Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1975). 6-7. One of Searle’s
primary contributions to the study of performatives involves his observation that they are part of rule-
governed systems: “The hypothesis that the speech act is the basic unit of communication, taken together
with the principle of expressibility, suggests that there are a series of analytic connections between the
notion of speech acts, what the speaker means, what the sentence (or other linguistic element) uttered
means, what the speaker intends, what the hearer understands, and what the rules governing the
linguistic elements are.” John R. Searle, Speech Acts: An Essay in the Philosophy of Language (New
York: Cambridge UP, 1969). 21.

13 For the Book of Mormon as symbolic artifact of prophetic validation, literary scholar Terryl L. Givens
offers a semiotic interpretation of the performativity and materiality of the text, claiming, “In any
assessment of Joseph’s prophetic stature, the first and greatest evidence of his favor was the Book of
Mormon he so miraculously obtained and translated. His role and authority as prophet and seer rested
firmly on the validity of those claims. Joseph’s own persistent emphasis on the record’s origins over its
content reinforced the book’s role as sign and symbol rather than embodiment of new theology.” Terryl
Givens, By the Hand of Mormon: The American Scripture that Launched a New World Religion (New
York: Oxford UP, 2002). 84.
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and the distribution of authority throughout a religious system, or any number of critical
perspectives.

Such a framework for analysis would certainly be valid. Nonetheless, the proscription of
cultural performances within a theatrical framework—i.e., carving out artificial boundaries to
isolate a final performance product from the surrounding performance sequence—hazards the
risk of erasing crucial components of the overall event. This danger is particularly apropos with
respect to cultural performances, where the boundaries delineating ritualized and ceremonial
behaviors might not be rendered as distinct and visible as the beginning and ending, for
instance, of a Broadway musical or a literary work.4

In his book Between Theater & Anthropology (1985), Richard Schechner, one of the
founders of performance studies as a field, notes how the exclusive focus on final performance
events (the product) can impede a thorough examination of the constituent parts embedded
within a performance considered holistically (including the process). Commenting during a
period when the study of performance was experiencing increased attention in academia,
Schechner observed: “Generally, scholars have paid attention to the show, not to the whole
seven-part sequence of training, workshops, rehearsals, warm-ups, performance, cool-down,
and aftermath. . .. Just as the phases of the public performance itself make a system, so the
whole ‘performance sequence’ makes a larger, more inclusive system.”s Schechner further
pointed out that, “In limiting their investigations mostly to what happens during the

performance itself, scholars are following modern Euro-American theatrical convention: You

14 For the purposes of this dissertation, I find Jeffrey C. Alexander’s definition of cultural performance
particularly useful: “Cultural performance is the social process by which actors, individually or in concert,
display for others the meaning of their social situation. This meaning may or may not be one to which they
themselves subjectively adhere; it is the meaning that they, as social actors, consciously or unconsciously
wish to have others believe. In order for their display to be effective, actors must offer a plausible
performance, one that leads those to whom their actions and gestures are directed to accept their motives
and explanations as a reasonable account. . . . Successful performance depends on the ability to convince
others that one’s performance is true, with all the ambiguities that the notion of aesthetic truth implies.”
Jeffrey C. Alexander, "Cultural Pragmatics: Social Performance Between Ritual and Strategy,"
Sociological Theory 22, no. 4 (December) (2004): 529-30.

15 Richard Schechner, Between Theater & Anthropology (Philadephia: U of Pennsylvania P, 1985). 16.
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don’t go backstage unless you're part of the show,” later adding the warning that the different
phases of the performance sequence “are not emphasized equally in all cultures.”® Indeed, the
transmission of cultural knowledge and performance techniques, along with the construction of
meaning and identification within networks of social discourse, occurs primarily “off stage” in
the preparatory phases of cultural performances.?”

Schechner is not alone in his critique of the cultural biases that highlight one aspect of
the performance process over another. In her incisive discussion on the component of social
support in the artistic process and the (myth of) “the autonomy of the art object,” Shannon
Jackson uncovers further cultural biases, often present as unquestioned assumptions, that
attempt to extract a work of art from its creative and socio-cultural context:

... the conventions of the nineteenth-century idealist aesthetic argued that art achieved
its greatness to the degree that its representations transcended its material substrate,
rising above its raw material and its social apparatus of production. This is one way of
casting an early aesthetic opposition between “autonomy” and “heteronomy.”
Transcendent art achieved that state by appearing to exist independently from its
material, that is, it seemed to exist autonomously from the conditions of its making.:8

Thus, the impulse to define a cultural performance as a “product,” with definable
boundaries and quantifiable components, potentially exposes the tendencies and default
perspectives embedded within a given value system. And, as Jackson indicates, the attempt to
frame a production as an autonomous entity further reveals the possible involvement of overt
strategies of aesthetic idealism that valorize the performance product as a cultural commodity,
while actively erasing the performance process as an inconsequential element (if recognized at
all). With these cautions in mind, the analysis of cultural performances requires particular

sensitivity to the social contexts in which the performances occur.

16 Tbid., 19.
17 Schechner observes that, “among Indigenous Australians, for example, the elders will spend hours
discussing, arguing, and arranging for what results in a ten-minute performance that is part of a much

longer initiation rite.” Performance Studies: An Introduction (New York: Routledge, 2002). 238-39.

18 Shannon Jackson, Social Works: Performing Art, Supporting Publics (New York: Routledge, 2011). 31.
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These concerns have direct relevance to the study of Joseph Smith’s performance of the
Book of Mormon. Any analysis that constructs artificial boundaries surrounding the dictation
event, or limiting the study to his creative product, will fail to account for one of the most central
questions and fundamental components of the overall performance: how Smith managed to
create and recite such a massive epic in the first place, without the apparent aid of books, notes
or manuscripts (again, with the possible exception of consulting a King James Bible for a limited
number of passages). Therefore, setting aside, or rather bracketing, the question of sacred
inspiration and divine translation through supernatural means, this dissertation will examine
the immersive performative culture of Smith’s time in order to observe the techniques of oral
composition and narrative creation that emerge in Smith’s text and that undergird his sustained
act of narrative imagination.9

Smith’s oral production of The Book of Mormon, a narrative containing approximately
250,000 to 270,000 words, is a feat that understandably impresses modern readers and
writers.2> Whereas an author might toil over a literary project of similar length for a number of
years, Smith’s rapid oral production of this text in a three-month period of time seems unusually
swift and ostensibly mysterious; and, at least from a modern text-biased viewpoint, a feat

perhaps even impossible for a 24 year-old frontier farmer in early nineteenth-century America.

19 T am specifically invoking Grant Hardy’s strategy of “bracketing,” or rather suspending “questions of
historicity in favor of a detailed examination of what the Book of Mormon is and how it operates.” Grant
Hardy, Understanding The Book of Mormon (Oxford: Oxford UP, 2010). xvi. Whether Joseph Smith
composed the work, or merely acted as translator for an actual historical and sacred record, ranges
beyond the scope of this dissertation. Within Mormon scholarship, there are differing views on the nature
of the project. Some believe in a process of “tight control,” suggesting Smith acted solely as a transmitter
of a pre-translated work (i.e., Smith did not actually translate the text but dictated the words he saw on
the surface of the seer stone). Others argue that Smith made use of his own language and conceptions to
articulate the text, thus participating as an actual translator according to a spiritually discursive method.
Yet others believe Smith had the flexibility to include material not originally engraved on the gold plates.
For a summary of these theories in Mormon Studies, see Gardner, The Gift and Power: Translating the
Book of Mormon: 147-56.

20 Establishing an exact number of Smith’s own words is difficult to assess: The Book of Mormon contains
substantial passages lifted from the Bible, either verbatim or with minor alterations (approximately
27,000 words), which qualifies the higher estimates. Smith’s prophetic idiom further incorporates biblical
phraseology dependent on biblical antecedents; disentangling such passages for a word count thus
becomes subjective and impractical.
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The factors surrounding Smith’s performance of the work are further accentuated when the text
“appears to be a carefully crafted, integrated work, with multiple narrative levels, an intricate
organization, and extensive intratextual phrasal allusions and borrowings.”>* Thus,
comprehending Smith’s production of the text requires an analysis of performance that reaches
beyond the artificial boundaries of “performance as product,” an arbitrary confinement to
dictation sessions, to include the framework of “performance as sequence.” This focus, in turn,
opens the analysis to the preparatory elements leading up to the dictation.

Once the performance analysis widens to include the cultural context, relevant questions
then naturally arise: can the experiences of a man who grew to adulthood in poverty in rural
New England and rural New York in the early nineteenth century account for the creation of
such a work? If so, what are the specific factors in Smith’s life and cultural context that would
have contributed to the process of creating such a complex and extended oral composition?
These questions are essentially dramaturgical in nature. As Cathy Turner and Synne K. Behrndt
argue in Dramaturgy and Performance (2008), dramaturgy describes,

. . . the composition of a work, whether read as a script or viewed in performance. While
it is a term for the composition itself, it is also a word applied to the discussion of that
composition [i.e., pre-performance work]. . . . dramaturgy tends to imply an observation
of the play in production, the entire context of the performance event, the structuring of
the artwork in all its elements (words, images, sound and so on). It also requires an
awareness that theatre is live and therefore always in process, open to disruption
through both rehearsal and performance.>?

Referencing Adam Versényi’s definition of dramaturgy as “the architecture of the
theatrical event, involved in the confluence of components in a work and how they are

constructed to generate meaning for the audience,” Turner and Behrndt explore the “somewhat

21 Hardy, Understanding: xvii. The great length and narrative complexities of The Book of Mormon are
two of the primary issues that many LDS scholars cite as evidence to support Smith’s claim that he was
translating an actual ancient record, as opposed to creating semi-extemporaneously his own imaginative
composition. As Grant Hardy observes in the passage cited here, “a standard refrain in LDS commentary
is ‘Joseph Smith could not have written this book.”

22 Cathy Turner and Synne K. Behrndt, Dramaturgy and Performance (New York: Palgrave Macmillan,
2008). 4 (the word “discussion” is emphasized in the original; the additional emphases are mine).
10
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slippery, elastic and inclusive” definition of dramaturgy by observing how “dramaturgical
analysis implies a process of interpretation, of looking at the ways in which levels of meaning are
orchestrated. Yet by describing the work as a ‘theatrical event,” Versényi also makes it clear that
the object of analysis extends beyond the performance itself, to include the context, the
audience and the various ways in which the work is framed.”? In addition to Turner and
Behrndt’s use of Versényi’s definition for the social context of a work, Versényi explicitly
mentions the role of dramaturgical analysis involved in the construction of play texts. In
describing how dramaturgy analyzes the way in which plays and playwrights “affect their
respective audiences,” Versényi indicates that dramaturgical analysis includes the study of “the
manner in which the playwright wrote or how the piece is constructed.”?4 Thus, this approach
to dramaturgical analysis turns to the creative process itself, peering into the origins of a work
and the mechanics employed in its construction.

Finally, I am turning to the work of R. Kerry White, Turner and Behrndt, who further
push the parameters of dramaturgical inquiry to include an analysis of the cultural contexts in
which a performance emerges. Because performances are “an expression of and influence on
the culture of which it is part,” according to White, “social function becomes an integral part of
dramaturgical analysis. This involves consideration of the ideological assumptions of the time,
the power structure of the society, the purpose art is intended to serve for those who patronize
it, fluctuations in taste and in value given to art, and the changing relation of the artist to

society.”?5 In line with this framework of dramaturgical inquiry, specifically aimed at the

23 Tbid., 18. For Adam Versényi’s definition of dramaturgy, see Adam Versényi, "Dramaturgy/Dramaturg,"
in The Oxford Encyclopedia of Theatre & Performance, ed. Dennis Kennedy (New York: Oxford UP,
2003), 386-88.

24 "Dramaturgy,” 387 (emphasis mine).

25 Turner and Behrndt, Dramaturgy: 18. Turner and Behrndt are citing White’s definition of dramaturgy,
see R. Kerry White, An Annotated Dictionary of Technical, Historical, and Stylistic Terms Relating to
Theatre and Drama: A Handbook of Dramaturgy (New York: Edwin Mellen Press, 1995). 48-49. In

terms of social performance, White’s definition can be enhanced by Erving Goffman’s use of dramaturgy
as a metaphor for analyzing social behavior: “The perspective employed in this report is that of the

11
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analysis of the origins of Smith’s oral performance and production techniques, this dissertation
aims to examine Smith’s entire performance process, rather than isolating the performance
product of the dictation event. For this positioning, I will therefore turn to Richard Schechner’s
discussion on the stages of performance as a model and analytical framework.

For Schechner, a comprehensive analysis of performance involves recognition of “the
whole performance sequence,” which he describes as a “time-space sequence composed of
proto-performance, performance, and aftermath.”2¢ In other words, the events leading up to a
performance, along with the responses that follow a performance, are integral components of
the performance product. Furthermore, these antecedent and consequent stages can be just as
critical to interpretation as the final “on stage” performance: “Understanding this time-space
sequence means grasping how performances are generated, how they are staged in a focused
manner, how they are nested within larger events, and what their long-term effects are.”?”
Schechner further subdivides the “proto-performance” stage into three phases: training,
workshop and rehearsal.28 For this dissertation, Schechner’s phases of “training” and
“rehearsal” are particularly significant, as these are the areas that provide a framework for
Joseph Smith’s cultural training and cultural rehearsals. First, Schechner defines training,
noting how such preparation can be “formal” or “informal”:

Training is that phase of the performance process where specific skills are learned. . . .
Training may be either informal or formal. In informal training, the novice acquires

theatrical performance; the principles derived are dramaturgical ones. I shall consider the way in which
the individual in ordinary work situations presents himself and his activity to others, the ways in which he
guides and controls the impression they form of him, and the kinds of things he may or may not do while
sustaining his performance before them.” Erving Goffman, The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life
(New York: Anchor Books, 1959). Preface [xi]. Turner and Behrndt elaborate on Goffman’s use of
dramaturgy, particularly the historical contextualization of the archaeology of performance, when
summarizing how performances emerge: “Goffman suggests that our encounters may be considered as
scripts, including not only our words, but also our gestures and actions. Like all scripts, our social
interactions include an element of structure, rehearsal and repetition, enabling recognition and
referencing a social order.” Turner and Behrndt, Dramaturgy: 5 (emphasis mine).

26 Schechner, Performance Studies: 225.
27 Tbid.

28 Thid.
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skills over time by absorbing what is going on. . .. This training method can be very
effective because what is learned is integrated into the student’s overall life. . . . Formal
training comes in a variety of methods. Classroom schooling is the prevalent kind of
formal training today. But there is also apprenticeship and one-on-one teaching.29

Later, Schechner elaborates on the proto-performance by defining rehearsals in the
following manner: “Rehearsing is the process of building up specific blocks of proto-
performance materials into larger and larger sequences of actions that are assembled into a
whole, finished performance.”3® He later adds, “during rehearsals proto-performances are
researched, interpreted, absorbed, recomposed, and rewritten.”3* With these phases of proto-
performance in mind, the stages of training (formal and informal) and rehearsal for cultural
performances necessitate a historical analysis that contextualizes the specific social, political,
religious and cultural intersections in which any given performance emerges.

This discussion leads to the central focus of this dissertation: in the chapters that follow,
I will be concentrating on the proto-performance phases of Smith’s oral production of the Book
of Mormon, rather than the final performance of Smith’s dictation event or its critical reception.
And though I will analyze the dictation process toward the end of the dissertation, following a
synthesis of the cultural training and rehearsal stages, this study will nevertheless devote
priority to Smith’s lifelong process of oratorical training and instruction in order to uncover the
cultural context(s) in which Smith produced the Book of Mormon. Thus, an examination of

Smith’s oral performance of the Book of Mormon requires a return to early nineteenth-century

29 Tbid., 228. Apropos to this dissertation, Schechner illustrates the difference between formal and
informal training by quoting Isidore Okpewho’s research on African oral traditions. Okpewho’s
observations regarding informal training deserve mentioning: “Informal training [in oral performance
and oral traditions] entails a kind of loose attachment whereby the future artist happens to live or move in
an environment in which a particular kind of oral art is practiced and simply absorbs the skill in it as time
goes on. . . . since no formal coaching is involved, these novices must look and listen closely and in this
way absorb the ideas, the idioms, and the techniques peculiar to the art. . . . And finally, the process of
learning entails that the novices use their imagination to select the relevant materials from the large
amount they may have acquired and to increase their store of knowledge as time goes on.” Qtd. in ibid.
For the source, see Isidore Okpewho, African Oral Literature (Bloomington, IN: Indiana UP, 1992). 21-

25.
30 Schechner, Performance Studies: 237.

31 Tbid., 239.
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America in order to situate The Book of Mormon within the wider context of orality and cultural
performance in the nascent republic.

Smith’s era and location were marked by a rich variety of oral presentations, shaped by
the technologies of the time, the dynamic relationship between orality and print culture, and the
role of public speaking in the cultural imagination of the people. Whether at home, school,
church, work or any number of various social and civic gatherings, the cultural institutions in
post-Revolutionary America taught, developed and encouraged oratorical skills at a level
unparalleled in twenty-first century American practices. And though Smith’s accomplishments
would no doubt position him as an exceptional religious innovator, producing revelations and
new scripture on a level that few of his contemporaries would match, the oratorical training he
received and the pathways of his development were quite common among his peers.

As such, Smith’s life and circumstances provide a cultural lens through which to catch a
glimpse of the widespread and extensive role of oratorical training and performance in the
cultural milieu of early nineteenth-century America. Accordingly, this dissertation will examine
the centrality of oratorical training and the specific formal and informal educational experiences

that would have prepared Smith for such an ambitious undertaking.

The Ephemerality of Oral Performance

Finally, I need to remark on the difficulties of reconstructing historical performances,
and, especially, in excavating their preparatory stages. Any project that seeks to reconstruct past
performances immediately confronts an insurmountable challenge: no matter how much
documentation, no matter how many eyewitness accounts, the actual experience of the
performance itself—the multisensory and multifaceted knowledge of a living, breathing
performance—always eludes the historian. The gap (“chasm” being perhaps a better metaphor)
between the written account of a performance and the performance itself only allows the reader

of historical documents to reconstruct a mere shadow of the actual event in the imagination. In
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her popular novel Evelina; or, The History of a Young Lady’s Entrance into the World (1778),
for example, author Franny Burney captures this conundrum of inadequate and extremely
partial reportage. In a letter to the Rev. Mr. Villars, Evelina, the title character of the novel,
describes the performance of the famous actor David Garrick in the play The Suspicious
Husband (1747):

O my dear Sir, in what raptures am I returned! Well may Mr. Garrick be so celebrated,
so universally admired—I had not any idea of so great a performer. Such ease! such
vivacity in his manner! such grace in his motions! such fire and meaning in his eyes!—I
could hardly believe he had studied a written part, for every word seemed to be uttered
from the impulse of the moment. His action—at once so graceful and so free!—His
voice—so clear, so melodious, yet so wonderfully various in its tones!—Such animation!—
every look speaks! I would have given the world to have had the whole play acted over
again. And when he danced—O how I envied Clarinda! I almost wished to have jumped
on the stage, and joined them. I am afraid you will think me mad, so I won’t say any
more; yet I really believe Mr. Garrick would make you mad too if you could see him.32

In spite of her detailed and enthusiastic catalogue of Garrick’s vivacious performance
skills, Evelina instinctively realizes that her description does not adequately convey the overall
power and affective force of Garrick’s performance: “I really believe Mr. Garrick would make
you mad too if you could see him.” And therein lies the rub of historical performance: written
accounts, scripts, texts, documentation, observer notes, etc., fall short of providing a holistic,
multisensory account of the performance event, much less its preparatory stages. And apart
from providing an inadequate account of a full performance, the documentation of such an

event, i.e., the “product,” creates a potentially misleading framework for analysis. The fixation

32 Fanny Burney, Evelina; or, the History of a Young Lady's Entrance into the World, New Edition ed., 2
vols., vol. 1 (London: W. Lowndes, 1794). 19. Franny Burney was a personal acquaintance of David
Garrick’s; her account of Garrick’s acting skills thus derives from the viewpoint of someone who witnessed
many of his performances, as well as his life offstage. Furthermore, Burney’s novelized account offers a
typical example of the ways in which eighteenth-century observers recorded their impressions of
performances: by focusing on the manners and actions of the lead character(s) and how the performances
affected their personal emotions and affective responses. In such cases, the play’s text, plot, and other
characters garner little attention. Burney’s account, though embedded in a fictional text, nevertheless
reflects another common challenge with representations of performances in the period: determining when
the written accounts specifically refer to the text of the performance event or the qualities and
characteristics of the performer’s mannerisms and interpretations. Evelina clearly does not really care
about the play or text, its author or its origins, except as it functions as a vehicle for Garrick’s performance
and her reaction to it. But, in either case, the representation is quite partial and certainly not holistic.
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on the textual residue of a performance—or, in Evelina’s case, one performance—oftentimes leads
to the construction of a limited and proscribed border surrounding what took place, introducing
a textual bias that valorizes the impoverished written accounts over the more visceral and
ephemeral—yet no less significant—aspects of a living event.

Such imbalance has prompted performance scholars, such as Diana Taylor, to
reconceptualize the role of archival materials in relation to performance knowledge. Taylor’s
concept of the “scenario,” for example, attempts to bring diverse archival materials (resources
contained within the archives) together with the acts of cultural performance (practices outside
the archives) to recuperate historical knowledge. Critical to her project is the activation of the
term repertoire as an epistemological source of performative knowledge equal in value to the
traditional text-centered archive. The repertoire contains the non-textual, non-archival cultural
practices that make use of modes of transmission outside conventional documentation via texts,
and which enact “embodied memory: performances, gestures, orality, movement, dance,
singing—in short, all those acts usually thought of as ephemeral, nonreproducible knowledge.”33
Certainly, Taylor’s theoretical terms, which she utilizes as a framework for analyzing first
encounter narratives between European explorers and indigenous Native Americans, provide a
conceptual model for discussing the importance of oral culture and oral performance in late
eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century America, the world that formed Smith’s considerable
talents and listened to his oral performances, or, at least, read its textual residue.

Regarding the frequency, creativity, and power of oral performance in the early
American republic, Sandra Gustafson also summarizes the pervasive challenges of accessing
these historical performances by way of written texts in terms that are particularly salient to this
dissertation:

I have necessarily relied on speech texts and written descriptions of speeches to
reconstruct the performances of early American orators. This textually mediated

33 Diana Taylor, The Archive and the Repertoire: Performing Cultural Memory in the Americas
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2003). 22.
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approach to an evanescent and radically context-oriented art raises a variety of problems
with sources that are different in degree, if not always in kind, from those that scholars
examining works of literature encounter. . . . The translation of the elusive performance
into textual form creates a stable point of reference that can be misleading if taken as a
full and authentic account of the oration as event. ... Sermons and speeches that were
fully composed before they were delivered were commonly revised for publication.
Shorthand records of sermons or courtroom proceedings are not always fully accurate.
Reconstructed speeches were shaped by memory after some passage of time.”34

As Gustafson notes, the textual accounts of historical performances can often be
unreliable and always partial. For scholars studying the historical performance practices
involved in oratorical training, rhetorical delivery and the pervasive sermon culture of the early
American republic, texts that document the specific word-by-word and phrase-by-phrase
choices of a speaker in the act of performance are extremely rare. Archival records of speeches
and sermons are usually entangled in, and obscured by, either incomplete textual evidence or by
complex layers of textual production that conceal the original performances.

Related issues emerge in studies examining the role of oral performance and discourse
among cultural institutions. For instance, in his influential work, Declaring Independence:
Jefferson, Natural Language, & the Culture of Performance (1993), Jay Fliegelman alludes to
this difficulty, which touches on the central thesis of his project, that, “defining independence as
a rhetorical problem as much as a political one, much of this book is concerned with recovering
the conditions of speaking and writing operative in 1776: what was assumed, but not spoken, in
the domain of action and speech.”3s In Civil Tongues & Polite Letters in British America (1997),
an important study of the private discourse occurring in taverns, coffeehouses, salons, social
societies, etc., David S. Shields indicates how much of this form of communication observes “a

self-conscious avoidance of print by participants in certain of these institutions. This avoidance

34 Sandra M. Gustafson, Eloquence is Power: Oratory & Performance in Early America (Chapel Hill: The
Omohundro Institute of Early American History and Culture University of North Carolina Press, 2000).
XXIV-XXV.

35 Jay Fliegelman, Declaring Independence: Jefferson, Natural Language & the Culture of Performance
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1993). 3 (emphasis mine).
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of print became at times a condition of communication.”3¢ Thus, the challenges of recovering
texts and reconstructing oral performances are further complicated by cultural assumptions and
practices that obscure, rather than reveal, the historical conditions and detailed accounts of
speech events.

Among the various manifestations of oral performance, popular religious sermons are
particularly problematic when attempting to determine an “authentic” text or performance (i.e.,
the actual words spoken in the moment of performance). From the colonial period in North
America through the formation of the United States and reaching well into the following
centuries, a thriving sermon culture existed by way of accounts of sermons circulated among
religious communities in the form of pamphlets, books and numerous handwritten manuscripts.
The shape and content of printed sermons, both authorized and unauthorized, usually derived
from a number of different and often overlapping editorial forces: the elliptical outlines of a
minister’s sermon notes, texts drawn exclusively from the memory of the preacher and/or
audience members, the redactions made by printers and publishers, and the handwritten
manuscript accounts constructed from fragmentary auditor notebooks, which varied widely in
their fidelity to the original performance (which reflected the idiosyncratic recording habits and
the attention span of listeners, as much as the clarity of the thoughts and ideas of the speaker).37
The eventual printed forms of these sermons usually involved more than one of these stages of
textual alteration, further removing the record from the originating performance and certainly
from its preparation. And in all cases, the textual records deprive the reader of the full

experience of the performance ambiance that surrounded the oral delivery.

36 David S. Shields, Civil Tongues & Polite Letters (Chapel Hill: Institute of Early American History and
Culture and U of North Carolina P, 1997). xxx (emphasis mine).

37 Meredith Neuman’s study of Puritan sermon auditors reveals how “many auditors manage to get down
whole, spoken phrases at the beginning of a sermon, but slow down and simply record heads (numbered
reasons, uses, and so on) as they get further into the text. Conversely, many auditors seem to get carried
away toward the ends of sermons, writing out fairly full applications, for example, while the doctrine
explication has been more or less skeletal. Some of these differences of recording are likely related to
attention span and interest.” Meredith Marie Neuman, Jeremiah's Scribes: Creating Sermon Literature
in Puritan New England (Philadelphia: U of Pennsylvania P, 2013). 65.
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In an observation about Puritan sermons in colonial New England—an observation
equally applicable to the circulation of sermons in the early American republic—Meredith
Neuman advises that, “sermon literature in the seventeenth century was primarily oral. Written
accounts of that orality, whether in print or in manuscript, serve only as approximations—useful
because of their portability but inherently limited in their accuracy.”s® Neuman later adds,
“there is no direct line from the orality of the delivered sermon to an authoritative print
edition.”?9 Because printed sermons almost never reduplicate all the words and phrases of the
performed sermon, much less the cadences and emphases of the delivery, or the response of the
spectators or auditors, it becomes a near impossible task to recover the exact language and
affective responses that emerged in the moment of presentation.

To complicate the study of oral performance—specifically extemporaneous and semi-
extemporaneous performances—researchers are confronted with the lack of documentation of
any kind for a countless number of sermons and exhortations delivered at revivals and camp
meetings. The First and Second Great Awakenings in North America, initially fueled by George
Whitefield’s preaching tours in the early eighteenth century and reaching to the outpourings of
spiritual revivalism well into the nineteenth century, saw a dramatic increase in the popularity
of (semi-)extemporaneous sermons. Preachers abandoned (or sometimes pretended to
abandon) their preset sermons and notes in order to speak according to the direct inspiration of
the Holy Spirit, whenever and wherever those impulses might lead. The predictable and
formulaic sermon templates of the established churches began to suffer competition with
extemporaneous and semi-extemporaneous forms that allowed preachers to react immediately
to inspiration or to audience responses, providing the orator with the flexibility to expand,

condense or newly invent portions of their sermons and exhortations in the very act of

38 Ibid., 46.
39 Ibid., 58. See also, Harry S. Stout, The New England Soul: Preaching and Religious culture in Colonial
New England (New York, NY: Oxford UP, 1986). 4.
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performance.4© Such so-called “New Light” ministers, along with hordes of lay exhorters and lay
preachers, delivered these “impromptu” sermons and exhortations in churches, homes, fields
and revival campgrounds. Yet, these performances, at least the vast majority them, have simply
vanished, leaving behind no records of what was spoken or their emotive impact. Even more
evanescent, or, at least, dispersed, are the cultural practices that led to these oral performances.
Although the “new method” extemporaneous sermons are often mentioned in diaries,
letters, sermon notebooks, manuscripts and some published accounts, these same records
almost never contain verbatim transcriptions or sustained depictions of entire performances.
Sermons and exhortations lasting several hours are usually reduced to a handful of phrases and
a few accompanying remarks. A typical example comes from the Kentucky Revivals, a series of
revivals that swept through the state and included the famous Cane Ridge Revival of 1801, where
young children overcome by the Spirit would speak for hours to audiences. Yet the only record
of what some of them actually said (and how they expressed it), for example, is “a short
specimen” of biblical-style phrases: “O, the sweetness of redeeming love! O if sinners knew the
sweetness of redeeming love, they would all come to the overflowing fountain!”4* One young boy
“spoke for about an hour,” but the only record of what he said, or how he said it, is the final
phrase of his extended oration: “When his strength seemed quite exhausted and language failed
to describe the feelings of his soul, he raised his hand and dropping his handkerchief, wet with

sweat from his little face, cried out—Thus, O sinner! shall you drop into hell, unless you forsake

40 Neuman cautions against categorizing the extemporaneous sermons of the New Light movements with
the Puritan and Congregationalist style: “Puritan ministers often spoke ex tempore, a style of delivery that
might suggest the enthusiasm and spontaneity associated with later trends in evangelical preaching from
the Great Awakening through current-day revivalism, but such comparison is misleading. Puritan ex
tempore skill in the pulpit was developed through university training in which the memorization of
lectures and sermons was standard pedagogical method. . . . The formulaic structure of the sermon served
as a kind of vernacular of Puritan preaching.” Neuman, Jeremiah's Scribes: 14-15.

41 Richard McNemar, The Kentucky Revival, Or, A Short History of the Late Extraordinary Out-Pouring
of the Spirit of God, in the Western States of America (Cincinnati: E. and E. Hosford, 1808; repr.,
Albany). 34-35.
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your sins and turn to the Lord.” At that moment some fell like those who are shot in battle.”42
Even here, however, the authenticity of the (often stock and formulaic) phrases of testimony and
exhortation cannot be verified, and the affective experiences, clearly as important as the content,
remain ephemeral. Accounts of such events are usually memorial reconstructions and inevitable
condensations, written after the actual events—and often long afterwards.

Within this archival maelstrom of written accounts that frequently provide unreliable
and partial documentation of the original oral performances, Joseph Smith’s text of The Book of
Mormon offers an extraordinary example by which one can observe in detail the specific
language of semi-extemporaneous oral production in the political and religious cultural milieus
of the early nineteenth century. Unlike the numerous accounts of oral performance that
auditors reconstructed at a later time from shorthand notes, Smith carefully dictated the entire
book to his amanuenses, pausing after every phrase to ensure that his scribes were recording his
performance verbatim in the moment of utterance. The opportunity to study such a historical
performance in such exquisite detail is extremely rare. Yet, having such an extensive verbatim
manuscript does not, of course, solve all the challenges with reconstructing Smith’s creative oral
performance of the massive text.

Like the script of a play, the words in the manuscript do not reveal all the dynamics of
the performance event itself (or its origins): the ambiance and effect of the performance space
(the confining space of a spare two-bedroom cabin, with the oppressive heat and humidity
during those spring and summer days of 1829, contrasted by the chill and shadows of candle-lit
work in the evenings); the reverent and ritualized atmosphere inherent in translating a sacred
record; Smith’s pace of dictation, the rhythms and cadences of his voice, along with the words
and phrases he emphasized at each stage of a narrative episode; the dynamic but often unspoken
exchanges between Smith and his amanuenses, as they honed the practice of recording and the

precision of the text; the occasional presence of observers to the process; and many other

42 Thid., 25-26.
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significant extratextual features, as well. The final text, though important, even paramount,
nevertheless remains the residue of a grander, multifaceted performance derived from Smith’s
lifelong preparation for its creation.

Yet, as ephemeral and transitory as the actual historical performance might be, the
textual residue reveals critical information about the origins and process of Smith’s
performance. Certainly, the original scribal manuscript of Smith’s dictation of the Book of
Mormon opens an exceptional window into the language of revivalism and creative cultures of
spiritual devotion. As this dissertation will observe, Smith grew up in some of the most
spiritually dynamic (or spiritually inflamed) regions of the country, where theological
innovation and ecstatic experiences dominated the religious landscape. He was born and raised
in the Upper Connecticut River Valley, one of the hotbeds of New Light extemporaneous
preaching and enthusiastic revivalism.43 And later, after the Smith family moved to Upstate
New York, specifically into the region famously known as the “Burned Over District” for its
intense religious fervor and evangelical innovation, Smith would be even more deeply exposed
to the extemporaneous forms of lay preachers and exhorters.

Indeed, Smith’s experiences, according to his own account, would be particularly
influenced by the Methodists, the inheritors of the renowned rhetorical performances of George
Whitefield and John Wesley. When reflecting on the religious experiences in his youth, Smith
noted, “In process of time my mind became somewhat partial to the Methodist sect, and I felt

some desire to be united with them.”44 According to Oliver Cowdery, a Methodist preacher and

43 In addition to a concentrated mass of lay preachers and exhorters, graduates of Yale, as Harry Stout
observes, who “generally favored extemporaneous outlines” in the construction and delivery of sermons
would upon graduation enter “the homes of New Light pastors for postgraduate study in the new methods
of preaching, and from there they poured into the Connecticut countryside and the towns along the
Connecticut River Valley.” Stout, The New England Soul: 220.

44 Joseph Smith, History of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints, ed. B.H. Roberts, vol. 1 (Salt
Lake City: The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, 1902). 3. Subsequent references to this
multivolume work will be shortened to HC, followed by volume and page numbers (e.g., Smith, HC, 1: 3);
references to the 1948 edition will contain the publication date in parenthesis (e.g., Smith, HC (1948), 1:

3).
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“presiding Elder of the Methodist church” by the name of George Lane had inspired young
Joseph during a revival tour: “Elder Lane was a tallented [sic] man possessing a good share of
literary endowments. . .. Mr. Lane’s manner of communication was peculiarly calculated to
awaken the intellect of the hearer, and arouse the sinner to look about him for safety. .. andin
common with others, our brother’s [Joseph’s] mind became awakened.”#5 Encounters such as
this one inspired Smith, who, for a period of time, trained in the extemporaneous and semi-
extemporaneous techniques of Methodist exhorters. The future prophet of the Mormon faith
participated in a Methodist camp meeting “away down in the woods, on the Vienna road” and
“was a very passable exhorter in evening meetings,” according to Orsamus Turner, a resident of
Palmyra, NY, where Smith spent his teenage years and early adulthood.4®

Smith’s exposure to the language and techniques of revivalism was by no means his only
source of oratorical inspiration, training and performance. Smith’s approach to composition,
coupled with the specific language of the resulting Book of Mormon text, reveals a kaleidoscope
of cultural influences that informed the production of the work. This array of resources further
involves a complex network of social, political, cultural, and religious practices and ideologies:
Smith’s use of a seer stone, for instance, implicates his performance in the practice of folk magic
and the study of occult philosophy; the framework of his narrative structures reflects the
emerging pedagogical approaches to composition in home schools, common schools and
institutions of secondary education; his sustained performance of a complex epic over an

extended period of days, weeks and months suggests the deep influence of storytelling practices

45 Qtd. in Marquardt, The Rise of Mormonism: 23. William Smith, one of Joseph’s younger brothers,
described Rev. George Lane’s influence on the Smith family, recalling, “In 1822 and 1823, the people in
our neighborhood were very much stirred up with regard to religious matters by the preaching of a Mr.
Lane, an Elder of the Methodist Church, and celebrated throughout the country as a ‘great revival
preacher.” Vogel, EMD, 1: 494. In a later interview, William described the Smith family’s attendance at “a
joint revival in the neighborhood between the Baptists, Methodists and Presbyterians” in which “a Rev.
Mr. Lane of the Methodists preached a sermon on ‘what church shall I join?’ And the burden of his
discourse was to ask God, using as a text, ‘If any man lack wisdom let him ask of God who giveth to all
men liberally [James 1:5]." And of course when Joseph went home and was looking over the text he was
impressed to do just what the preacher had said.” Ibid., 1:513.

46 Vogel, EMD, 3: 50.
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of early nineteenth-century oral culture; his themes, such as social inequality, warfare, liberty of
conscience, patriotism (with a distinct American perspective) and democratic ideology, reflect
the urgent and popular concerns of his age; and his language, saturated in a biblical idiom and
filled with a variety of contemporary subjects and theological innovations, reveals his deep and
abiding interest in the religious ideologies and controversies of his day.

The confluence of such cultural influences resulted in a linguistic style for the Book of
Mormon that combined biblical authority with both dramatic and demotic approachability. And
while Smith’s production of an epic historical narrative was certainly not a common
manifestation of such intersecting performance practices, the fundamental oral techniques
Smith employed were the same techniques common to storytellers, preachers, trance lecturers
and other social and political orators in early nineteenth-century America. Thus, understanding
both the structure and form of the Book of Mormon, as well as the content and the techniques
deployed in its construction, requires positioning such practices within the complex cultural
networks of Smith’s environment. By locating Smith’s performance within a wider milieu of
regional and national practices, this dissertation will seek to provide critical insights into the
specific oral strategies, spoken aesthetics and verbal techniques that Smith utilized in his

creation of the Book of Mormon.
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Chapter Summary

Chapter One, “Joseph Smith’s Changing America,” situates Joseph Smith’s production of
the Book of Mormon within the turbulent era of radical social change in the early American
republic, with an emphasis on the paramount role of orality in cultural institutions.

Chapter Two, “Religion, Folk Magic and Christian Occultism,” extends the historical
context to include the dynamic and innovative forms of religious experimentation.

Chapter Three, “Education and the Trope of the Uneducated Oracle,” examines the
popular religious and secular trope of (self-)representation, in which people often framed the
extraordinary accomplishments of certain individuals within (auto)biographical narratives
contrasting their humble beginnings with their eventual astonishing achievements.

Chapter Four, “Formal Education: From Schoolbooks to Oral Performance,” explores
the fundamental training and techniques of oral performance and oratorical delivery that
children encountered in common schools.

Chapter Five, “Informal Education,” explores the avenues of self-improvement that
many early nineteenth-century Americans pursued as a supplement to, or substitute for, their
formal education.

Chapter Six, “Memory, Imitation and Composition,” explores key techniques in oral
performance, focusing on the emphasis of memory in education and the use of patterns in both
oral and written composition.

Chapter Seven, “Advanced Rhetorics: John Walker and Hugh Blair,” explores
schoolbooks that Hyrum Smith, one of Joseph Smith’s older brothers, would have studied at
Moor’s Indian Charity School, along with analyzing how those rhetorics inform the construction

of the Book of Mormon.
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Chapter Eight, “Inspired by the Holy Spirit: Religious and Semi-Extemporaneous Oral
Performance,” looks at how oral performance techniques emerged in the cultures of revivalism
and religious enthusiasm.

Chapter Nine, “Synthesis: Storytelling Culture and Oral-Formulaic Composition,” pulls
together the various cultural streams of oral performance training and techniques to
demonstrate Smith’s method of oral-formulaic composition in the production of the Book of
Mormon.

Finally, the Epilogue addresses key implications of Smith’s oral performance, along with

pointing toward avenues for further research.
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Chapter One: Joseph Smith’s Changing America

Smith’s oral performance of the Book of Mormon did not emerge as an autonomous
eruption of private creativity, self-contained in its origin and devoid of influence from the oral
traditions, storytelling practices and oratorical techniques in his cultural context. Rather, Smith
produced his work in a time when the spoken word dominated every aspect of life. At home,
early nineteenth-century American families read the Bible together, told original and traditional
stories around the fireside, read aloud books for entertainment, and listened to children practice
oral presentations for classwork assignments. In schools, students developed public speaking
skills through the use of “oratorical selections intended to develop elocutionary ability, which
was considered to be an important factor in social life under a democratic government.”#” From
common schools to colleges and seminaries, students were “immersed in oral culture” where
“day in, day out, students stood before their teachers and recited passages they had committed
to memory. ... They also penned and performed essays, dialogues, poems, and songs, which
they circulated as manuscripts.”® Church-goers of all ages attended Sunday schools and used
Sunday school libraries to further their education. Children in Sunday schools supplemented
whatever public learning they received through reading aloud, memorizing and reciting
scriptures and devotional works.4> To encourage excellence in recitation and declamation,

Sunday school leaders, as well as common school teachers, frequently awarded medals or prizes

47 Nila Banton Smith, American Reading Instruction (Newark, DE: International Reading Association,
1986). 42.

48 Mary Kelley, "Introduction: Section III, Educating the Citizenry," in An Extensive Republic: Print,
Culture, and Society in the New Nation, 1790-1840, ed. Robert A. Gross and Mary Kelley, A History of
the Book in America (Chapel Hill, NC: American Antiquarian Society in Association with The U of North
Carolina P, 2010), 271.

49 Edward and Elaine Gordon observe how “children and adults attended Sunday schools because no
other formal schooling opportunities were available to them.” Sunday school classes were also often
patterned on common school formats, which “were divided into four grades: infant, elementary, scripture,
and senior.” Edward E. Gordon and Elaine H. Gordon, Literacy in America: Historic Journey and
Contemporary. Solutions (Westport, CT: Praeger, 2003). 89.
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to children: copies of the New Testament and John Bunyan’s enormously popular book The
Pilgrim’s Progress (1678) were often favored rewards.>° Following Sunday school lessons,
church attendees would listen to sermons, which, cumulatively in the colonial period (a trend
that would continue through the early nineteenth-century), numbered “something like seven
thousand sermons in a lifetime, totaling somewhere around fifteen thousand hours of
concentrated listening.”s! Outside the walls of the church, camp meetings and revivals exposed
participants to countless extemporaneous speeches by pastors and lay exhorters, triggering
emotional reactions that caused some audience members to fall into trances, have visions,
deliver impromptu sermons and speak in tongues.52

Other hubs of public speaking appeared in the form of “gentlemen’s clubs, social
libraries, and literary coteries devoted to ‘polite’ forms of culture, and the expansion of taverns,
rural stores, and public performances distributing and nurtured on ballads, broadsides, and
newspapers.”s3 Mutual improvement associations dotted the nation; from urban centers to rural
outposts, men and women (often separated by gender) would gather together formally to debate

politics, religion, science and literature.5#+ Taverns in particular “were Americans’ most

50 See Anne Dunan-Page, "Introduction,” in The Cambridge Companion to Bunyan, ed. Anne Dunan-
Page (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2010), 2. Emma Mason, "The Victorians and Bunyan's Legacy," in the
Cambridge Companion to Bunyan, ed. Anne Dunan-Page (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2010), 152.
Norman Vance, "Pilgrims Abounding: Bunyan and the Victorian Novel," in Reception, Appropriation,
Recollection: Bunyan's Pilgrim's Progress, ed. W. R. Owens and Stuart Sim, Religions and Discourse
(Bern: Peter Lang Publishers, 2007), 73.

51 Stout, The New England Soul: 4.

52 For an exceptional analysis of the history of spiritual and psychological responses to revivalism, see Ann
Taves, Fits, Trances & Visions: Experiencing Religion and Explaining Experience from Wesley to James
(Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1999).

53 David D. Hall and Elizabeth Carroll Reilly, "Practices of Reading," in The Colonial Book in the Atlantic
World, ed. Hugh Amory and David D. Hall, A History of the Book in America (Chapel Hill, NC: American
Antiquarian Society in Association with the U of North Carolina P, 2007), 379. For a detailed and deeply
informative study of orality in such venues, see David S. Shields, Civil Tongues & Polite Letters (Chapel
Hill: Institute of Early American History and Culture and U of North Carolina P, 1997).

54 Debate societies were frequently, though not exclusively, associated with schools. Dean Grodzins and

Leon Jackson indicate that “every college in this period featured two or more debating societies.” Dean
Grodzins and Leon Jackson, "Colleges and Print Culture," in An Extensive Republic: Print, Culture, and
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important centers of male sociability,” where men came together to tell one another stories, “to
hear the latest news from teamsters and travelers or to read the latest newspaper.”ss For entire
communities, country stores “were central gathering places that linked households and
neighborhoods, community forums and information centers.”s¢ In all of these places, communal
reading and speech-making were common activities, where, for instance, a speaker might read
aloud the notes from a sermon, passages from a book, the latest newspaper, a poem, or some
important public notice to eager listeners gathered around the reader.5” In this “diverse
milieux” of orality and print culture, Robert Gross emphasizes,

The spoken word was the primary vehicle of communication, carrying gossip, rumor,
information, and opinion from neighbor to neighbor, building folk memories and
communal bonds through story and song, ornamenting public events, and upholding
authority from the pulpit and the bench and cutting it down in debates of town meetings,
the talk of taverns and coffeehouses, and shouts from a crowd. Messages on paper,
whether in manuscript or print, served as adjuncts to these ongoing conversations.58

In the early decades of the American republic, oral performances further concentrated

on the national project of shaping the emerging American identity. Oratory, as Lawrence Buell

Society in the New Nation, 1790-1840, ed. Robert A. Gross and Mary Kelley, A History of the Book in
America (U of North Carolina P: American Antiquarian Society in Association with The U of North
Carolina P, 2010), 328.

55 Jack Larkin, The Reshaping of Everyday Life, 1790-1840, ed. Richard Balkin, The Everyday Life in
America (New York, NY: HarperPerennial, 1989). 281-82.

56 Ibid., 263.

57 Melville poeticizes this cultural practice of communal reading in the opening stanza of his Civil War
poem Donelson: “About the bulletin-board a band / Of eager, anxious people met, / And every wakeful
heart was set / On latest news from West or South. / ‘No seeing here,’ cries one—‘don’t crowd’— / ‘You tall
man, pray you, read aloud.”” Herman Melville, Battle-Pieces and Aspects of the War: Civil War Poems
(Ambherst, NY: Prometheus Books, 2001). 68.

58 Robert A. Gross, "Reading for an Extensive Republic," in An Extensive Republic: Print, Culture, and
Society in the New Nation, 1790-1840, ed. Robert A. Gross and Mary Kelley, A History of the Book in

America (Chapel Hill, NC: American Antiquarian Society in association with the U of North Carolina P,
2010), 518.
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observes, “was perceived as socially functional.”s® Such oral performances were anything but
passive; from childhood through adulthood, citizens were involved—indeed, expected—to engage
actively in various forms of oral performance as a way of participating in the ongoing
construction of the new democratic society. “Enlightenment intellectuals,” Buell continues,
“were conditioned to view oratory not just as a graceful accomplishment but as a vital sign of the
health of the Republic.”®© Referencing Tocqueville’s observations of the early American
republic, scholar Sandra Gustafson describes the active democratic involvement of Americans in
this formative period: “mimicking the forms of state with their constitutions, debates, and
parliamentary procedures, voluntary associations were organized to solve social problems
through economic development (agricultural societies and working men’s groups), institution
building (Bible societies and churches), moral reform and self-culture (temperance, the lyceum
movement), and social reform (colonization societies and mission societies).”® Organizations
emerged to address the various concerns of building communities, and open discussion and
debate were the vehicles by which such interactions advanced the various agendas.

Thus, wherever people met together, whatever the pretenses might be, oral performance
inevitably played a central role in the proceedings. Within this cultural milieu, with its hybrid
rhetoric of religious and political vocabularies, Smith would develop the skills of oral
performance that would enable him to produce The Book of Mormon.%2 And the process of

oratorical training would have started in his childhood.

59 Lawrence Buell, New England Literary Culture from Revolution Through Renaissance (New York:
Cambridge University Press, 1986; repr., 1998). 138.

60 Ibid., 139.

61 Sandra M. Gustafson, Imagining Deliberative Democracy in the Early American Republic (Chicago: U
of Chicago P, 2011). 4.

62 For a detailed discussion on the hybridization of religious and political rhetoric, see Christopher Looby,

Voicing America: Language, Literary Forms, and the Origins of the United States (Chicago: U of
Chicago P, 1996). 224-29.

30

www.manaraa.com



The Origins of Mormonism

The canonical backstory to Smith’s creation of The Book of Mormon and his future
prophetic calling usually begins with the events leading up to what is known today among
Mormons as the First Vision, a theophany narrative that adheres to a common pattern of
spiritual conversion and visionary events among religious enthusiasts in the early nineteenth
century.®s In his history, Smith recounts how, as a fourteen year-old boy, he was confused about
the various sects of Christian faiths and unable to determine which church taught God’s true
doctrine: “I often said to myself: What is to be done? Who of all these parties are right; or, are
they all wrong together? If any one of them be right, which is it, and how shall I know it?” He
decided to turn privately to God to find an answer.

Repairing to a grove of trees, known today as the “Sacred Grove” on the Smith family
farm in Manchester, NY, Smith began to offer up a prayer. No sooner did he begin his
supplication than a malevolent spirit “from the unseen world” attempted to thwart him: “I was
seized upon by some power which entirely overcame me, and had such an astonishing influence
over me as to bind my tongue so that I could not speak. Thick darkness gathered around me,
and it seemed to me for a time as if I were doomed to sudden destruction.” At the moment when
he thought the satanic force would destroy him, Smith “saw a pillar of light exactly over my
head, above the brightness of the sun, which descended gradually until it fell upon me. . ..
When the light rested upon me I saw two Personages, whose brightness and glory defy all
description, standing above me in the air.” The evil spirit fled at the appearance of God the
Father and Jesus Christ; and in the ensuing encounter, Joseph would learn that all the churches

on earth were “wrong” and “that all their creeds were an abomination.” One of the divine

63 Smith’s story follows a common narrative pattern for conversions and visionary experiences in early
nineteenth-century America. For an analysis of Smith’s First Vision in relation to Methodist conversion
narrative patterns, see Christopher C. Jones, "The Power and Form of Godliness: Methodist Conversion
Narratives and Joseph Smith's First Vision," Journal of Mormon History 37, no. 2 (2011): 88-114. For a
wider survey of conversion narratives in conjunction with visions, see Ann Kirschner, ""Tending to Edify,
Astonish, and Instruct": Published Narratives of Spiritual Dreams and Visions in the Early Republic,"
Early American Studies 1, n0. 1 (2003): 198-229.
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personages further revealed “many other things” that Smith was instructed not to share at that
time.%4

Three years after his theophany, Smith claimed to receive another angelic visitation.
Sometime during the night of September 1, 1823, Smith found himself surrounded by a
supernatural light. As the light suffused his bedroom, he saw an angelic visitor appear dressed
in a loose-fitting white robe, levitating above the ground, “for his feet did not touch the floor,”
and his “countenance” was “truly like lightening.” According to Smith, the angel who appeared
to him was the spirit of an ancient Native American prophet, descended from Israelites who
migrated to the Americas in antiquity, named Moroni. The Angel Moroni then informed Smith
“concerning the aboriginal inhabitants of this country, and shown who they were, and from
whence they came; a brief sketch of their origin, progress, civilization, laws, governments, of
their righteousness and iniquity, and the blessings of God being finally withdrawn from them as
a people.”®s Moroni then revealed how the history of these ancient people, written in an
unknown hieroglyphic script called “Reformed Egyptian,” was buried in a nearby hill, together
with an object called the “Urim and Thummim” (identical to the instrument of divination, also
called the Urim and Thummim, of biblical lore), which Smith would use to translate the ancient
record into English:6¢

[The Angel Moroni] said there was a book deposited, written upon gold plates, giving an
account of the former inhabitants of this continent, and the source from whence they
sprang. He also said that the fullness of the everlasting Gospel was contained in it, as
delivered by the Savior to the ancient inhabitants; also, that there were two stones in
silver bows—and these stones, fastened to a breastplate, constituted what is called the
Urim and Thummim—deposited with the plates; and the possession and use of these

64 Joseph Smith, "Joseph Smith-History," in The Pearl of Great Price (Salt Lake City, UT: The Church of
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, 1991), 1:10-20 [48-50].

65 Dean C. Jessee, ed. Personal Writings of Joseph Smith (Deseret Book: Brigham Young UP, 2002), 243.

66 For biblical references to the Urim and Thummim, see Exo. 28:30; Lev. 8:8; Num. 27:21; Deut. 33:8; 1
Sam. 28:6; Neh. 7:65; and Ezra 2:63.
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stones were what constituted “Seers” in ancient or former times; and that God had
prepared them for the purpose of translating the book.¢”

By means of divine power, the Angel Moroni purportedly revealed to Smith the location of the
plates, buried in a hill not far from the Smith family farm in Manchester, New York.

The next day, following Moroni’s directions, Smith went to the location of the buried
plates, known today as the Hill Cumorah, and dug up the ancient text. While doing so, however,
Moroni appeared to him and forbade him from removing the plates. Moroni indicated that he
would eventually receive the plates in order to translate them into English for the benefit of
mankind, but that Smith was not yet ready to take them. Instead, Moroni commanded him to
return to the same location every year, on the same day, to receive additional instructions. Four
years later, in September of 1827, when Smith was twenty-one years old, the Angel Moroni
finally permitted him to retrieve the gold plates.®8

A series of personal setbacks and disruptions would prevent Smith from translating the
record right away, not least of which included the loss of the original scribal manuscript of the
opening portion of the book. After completing the first 116 manuscript pages, Smith allowed one
of his colleagues, Martin Harris, to take the manuscript and show it to his wife and close friends.
Yet, Harris managed to lose the manuscript, which Lucy Harris, Martin’s skeptical wife, likely
destroyed in an attempt to stop her husband’s involvement in the project.®® Smith resumed the
endeavor the following year, in 1829. This time, however, rather than using the Urim and

Thummim (the two stones in silver bows, often called “spectacles,” which Smith claimed to find

67 Smith, HC, 1: 12.

68 According to Smith’s description, “these records were engraven on plates which had the appearance of
gold, each plate was six inches wide and eight inches long and not quite so thick as common tin. They
were filled with engravings, in Egyptian characters and bound together in a volume, as the leaves of a
book with three rings running through the whole. The volume was something near six inches in thickness,
a part of which was sealed.” Jessee, Personal Writings, 243.

69 For an account of the lost manuscript, Bushman, Rough Stone: 64-69.
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with the gold plates), Smith reverted to his more familiar seer stone to translate the record. He
would complete the dictation in 1829 and see the publication of the Book of Mormon in 1830.

Several years later, when asked to provide a sketch of Mormonism, Smith summarized
the contents of The Book of Mormon in the following manner:

In this important and interesting book the history of ancient America is unfolded, from
its first settlement by a colony that came from the tower of Babel, at the confusion of
languages to the beginning of the fifth century of the Christian era. We are informed by
these records that America in ancient times has been inhabited by two distinct races of
people. The first were called Jaredites and came directly from the tower of babel. The
second race came directly from the city of Jerusalem, about six hundred years before
Christ. They were principally Israelites, of the descendants of Joseph. The Jaredites
were destroyed about the time that the Israelites came from Jerusalem.... The principal
nation of the second race fell in battle towards the close of the fourth century. The
remnant are the Indians that now inhabit this country. This book also tells us that our
Saviour made his appearance upon this continent after his resurrection, that he planted
the gospel here in all its fulness. . . . that they had apostles, prophets, pastors, teachers
and evangelists; the same order, the same priesthood the same ordinances, gifts, powers,
and blessing, as was enjoyed on the eastern continent [Middle East], that the people
were cut off in consequence of their transgressions, that the last of their prophets who
existed among them was commanded to write an abridgement of their prophesies,

history &c., and to hide it up in the earth. . . . For a more particular account I would refer
to the Book of Mormon, which can be purchased at Nauvoo, or from any of our traveling
elders.7

Put more plainly, The Book of Mormon contains fifteen books, beginning with a prophet named
Lehi, who lived in Jerusalem around 600 B.C.E., and it relates his story along with the stories of
his numerous descendants. In a vision, God warns Lehi to leave Jerusalem and take his family
into the wilderness. Lehi and his family eventually make their way to the American Continent
and established a civilization. Internecine strife, however, tear the family apart into two warring
factions: the righteous, light-skinned Nephites and the wicked, dark-skinned Lamanites. Over
the course of the next thousand years, the two civilizations engage in constant cycles of warfare.
The spiritual climax of the Book of Mormon describes the resurrected Christ appearing
to the people in the Americas. Yet, following a period of peace, the civilizations once again fall

into battle, and the Lamanites eventually destroy the Nephites. The last Nephite prophet-

70 The correspondence is often referred to as the “Wentworth Letter.” See Jessee, Personal Writings, 244.
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warrior is named Moroni. Seeing the end of his civilization coming close, he buries the records
of their people in the Hill Cumorah, a drumlin in upstate New York situated a few miles south of
the Smith family farm. After he dies, Moroni returns as the Angel Moroni to Joseph Smith,

revealing the location of the ancient gold plates.

Joseph Smith’s Post-Revolutionary America

In order to appreciate the relationship between the narratives contained in the Book of
Mormon, which are filled with episodes of social upheaval, cyclical warfare and religious fervor,
I need to pull back momentarily from Smith’s immediate local context, as well as the confines of
the Book of Mormon text, to situate Smith and his family heritage within the wider context of
American history in this period.

On a microcosmic scale, Smith’s epic narrative mirrored the complex and shifting
dynamics of cultural innovation and change that were occurring within the new republican
nation in the aftermath of the Revolutionary War. Many of the current social, political and
theological concerns of Smith’s world would repeatedly emerge in the content of his ambitious
text, though he would refashion them in his construction of an indigenous history of ancient
Native American civilizations set somewhere in the New World. America was entering the
unknown territory of national independence, which, with perhaps an ironic twist, echoed the
early colonial settlers’ journey into the “howling wilderness” two centuries earlier. In the first
decades following the Revolutionary War, the newly-formed American nation was experiencing
radical dislocation and dramatic cultural shifts.

In 1776, “America” was little more than a small constellation of British colonies with
their respective commercial hubs dotted along the Atlantic seaboard, each with its own set of
laws and local concerns. In spite of the rhetoric of dissent against colonial rule and the
affirmations of democracy and republicanism, spurred by the promise of economic prosperity

and endless new social possibilities, severing ties to Old England had destabilized certain
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traditional anchors of self-perception in both communal and personal ways. The circumstances
of the times compelled the first generations of nation-building citizens to reexamine the cultural
practices of their history, to dissect and reconstitute syncretic ways of living in their post-
colonial present, and to build new and independent national and personal identities for their
future. America was still struggling to define itself against its predominantly British heritage.”

The war with Great Britain, however, brought the disparate colonies together in a
tenuous confederation. Ten years later, the Constitution (1787-1788) would stimulate a sense of
national identity.”2 Thus, within a condensed period of time, American residents, once
perceiving themselves as members of local colonial communities still inexorably linked to
mother Britain, suddenly found themselves part of a much larger conglomeration of post-
colonial establishments. They were a new country, a republican nation formulated on the ideals
of self-determination and democratic freedoms, and a nation that had the audacity to assume an
equal status with the great nations of Europe.

Yet, the shift from colonial to national identification did not proceed without problems.
Not everyone in the former colonies wanted a federal government imposing policies on local
interests, habits and economic concerns. Political differences and anti-Federalist tensions
among former colonies and the cultural regions within the newly-formed American nation
threatened to pull the country apart as quickly as it had been formed. The disquiet within the

nation, exacerbated by foreign problems with Britain and France, would eventually lead to the

7t Malcolm Gaskill traces the complex and often competing origins of the American identity to the
seventeenth century. See Malcolm Gaskill, Between Two Worlds: How the English Became Americans
(New York, NY: Basic Books, 2014).

72 Gordon S. Wood explains how the ratification of the Constitution caused many Americans to shift their
mentality away from being “thirteen separate republics” to a single country. Quoting Benjamin Rush,
Gordon reveals the sentiment of the times: “We have become a nation.” Gordon S. Wood, Empire of
Liberty: a History of the Early Republic, 1789-1815, ed. David M. Kennedy, The Oxford History of the
United States New York, NY: Oxford UP, 2009). 7, 36-37.
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War of 1812, an event that became a defining moment in the solidification of an American
identity.7s

Read against the turbulent backdrop of American life, the stories Smith wove into The
Book of Mormon would respond directly and romantically to the social pressures and tensions
of the young American nation: the struggle for liberty, religious freedom, political self-
determination, the principles of a democratic society, and independence from tyrannical
bondage saturated the text.

Running concordantly with broader national concerns, Joseph Smith himself was

personally situated within a familial heritage of wars for independence and self-determination.

73 The War of 1812 occurred under the presidency of James Madison. Frustrated with trade negotiations
and embargos with both Britain and France that threatened national economic stability, further
complicated by Britain’s practice of seizing American trade ships and enforcing the impressment of
American sailors into the British navy—a tacit insistence that Americans were still subject to British whim
and rule, in spite of American claims of national independence—Congress declared war in June of 1812.
But the move was risky. America’s military was far outmatched by Britain’s. Were it not for Britain’s
preoccupation with its own war with France, America, which only had an army “of fewer than seven
thousand regular troops” and a navy of “only sixteen vessels, not counting the dozens of gunboats,” had
little chance of victory against Britain’s “regular army of nearly a quarter of a million men and the most
powerful navy in the world.” Ibid., 659-60. Yet, as Madison correctly suspected, the British were
unenthusiastic about a second major war with America. Nevertheless, Madison’s problems were not
limited to foreign affairs; domestic problems were equally threatening. Not all Americans wanted a war
with Britain, and tensions escalated between the northern, southern and western regions of the fledgling
United States, threatening to tear apart the young nation. Even if America were successful in fending off
Britain’s attacks, internal strife could still bring the American experiment in republicanism and
democracy to an abrupt end. Presented with such tensions and risks, Madison nevertheless pushed
Congress for war. Even though the move was a gamble, winning the war would force Britain to recognize
the United States as a nation state equal in political status to Britain and other European nations, a move
which in practical terms would greatly enhance America’s ability to negotiate treaties and economic
agreements. But perhaps more importantly, a victory would legitimize the ideological identification of
America as a free republic, where Old World social hierarchies gave way to a nation based on notions that
“all men are created equal” and divinely endowed with the right to “life, liberty and the pursuit of
happiness.” In short, the War of 1812 was primarily an ideological action that asserted an American
identity and sovereignty. Ibid. Gordon S. Wood encapsulates Madison’s perspective in concise terms: “He
believed war was inevitable because impressment and neutral rights had come to symbolize what he and
other Republicans wanted most from Britain—unequivocal recognition of the nation’s sovereignty and
independence.” Ibid., 662. The move was bold, but it was almost short-lived. While it may be tempting to
look back on America’s victory as being inevitable, contemporaries of the time were anything but certain
about success. Those fears would be realized when in August of 1814 British troops captured Washington,
D.C., burning the President’s House (later to be called the White House), along with “the Capitol and the
Departments of State, War, Navy, and Treasury.” Daniel Walker Howe, What Hath God Wrought: the
Transformation of America, 1815-1848 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007). 65. Were it not for
decisive American victories in the Battle of Baltimore (immortalized by Francis Scott Key’s poem, which
would form the lyrics for The Star Spangled Banner) and the Battle of New Orleans, America’s
experiment with free and democratic government might have come to an embarrassing close.

37

www.manaraa.com



Joseph’s maternal grandfather, Solomon Mack, served in both the French and Indian Wars and
the Revolutionary War; and Asael Smith, Joseph’s paternal grandfather, also served in the
Revolutionary War. Smith’s parents, Joseph Sr. and Lucy Mack, were born prior to the signing
of the Declaration of Independence in 1776, and they grew up during the contentious period in
which the disparate colonial centers would coalesce into a single nation. They would later
become newlyweds in 1796, when George Washington, the heroic general in America’s battles
for independence, was about to finish his second term as president. When Joseph Jr. was born
on December 23, 1805, Thomas Jefferson was in office, only the third president of the fledgling
American nation.

Apart from hearing the stories of his parents and grandparents, Joseph Jr. himself would
experience the tensions of war. Following surgery on an infected leg during his childhood,
Joseph may have traveled with his Uncle Jesse to Salem, Massachusetts, during the War of
1812.74 At the time, Salem was a major port of trade and commerce, making it a magnet for
British warships during the blockade. If Lucy’s account is correct, young Joseph was staying
there when the British navy was patrolling the coastal waters, seizing ships, and impressing
American sailors into service. The threat of a possible invasion was a constant concern in
everyday life. Joseph may well have seen the British warships on the horizon, an ever-
threatening presence for the ill-equipped Americans on shore or at sea. By the time Smith
published the Book of Mormon in 1830, Andrew Jackson—the war hero of the Battle of New
Orleans during the War of 1812—had just started his first term in office. Thus, Smith’s epic of
war found firm grounding in the bellicosity of the times; yet, few modern scholars have offered

more than a passing nod to these crucial militaristic dimensions of his epic.7s

74 For Lucy’s account, see Vogel, EMD, 1: 268. Interestingly, Jesse Smith’s extremely detailed and precise
business ledger, currently in possession of the LDS Church History Library, does not indicate a trip to
Salem during the summer of 1813.

75 The role of warfare as a formative component of Joseph Smith Jr.’s upbringing is usually given short
shrift in biographies about his life, though the slight is understandable. For Mormon and non-Mormon
scholars alike, Smith’s founding of the Mormon religion places him squarely within American religious
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Nevertheless, the Book of Mormon, along with its doctrinal passages and ancient
Christian narratives, emphasizes the central role of national warfare in the teleological progress
of righteous and unrighteous civilizations. In a famous passage, Captain Moroni, the general of
the righteous Nephite army, fights to save his struggling society from bondage under the wicked
Lamanites by creating a banner to rally his troops and his people.” Upon the banner, which he
calls the “title of liberty,” he has written, “In memory of our God, our religion, and freedom, and
our peace, our wives, and our children.” To inaugurate a march throughout the land in order to
gain army recruits and nationwide support, Captain Moroni “bowed himself to the earth, and he
prayed mightily unto his God for the blessings of liberty to rest upon his brethren, so long as
there should a band of Christians remain to possess the land.””” Wars defending liberty,
religious freedom and representative democracy permeate Smith’s narrative, mirroring the

psychic strains and catching the interests of Americans who had experienced warfare across

history, rather than the arenas of national politics or popular culture. There are, of course, exceptions.
Nathan O. Hatch’s influential work The Democratization of American Christianity (1986) offers what is
perhaps the most vigorous call to situate Joseph Smith and The Book of Mormon in the cultural and
political history of the United States. In the wake of Hatch’s call, several cultural and political readings of
Smith and Mormonism in general have appeared, such as Kathleen Flake’s The Politics of American
Religious Identity (2004), which argues that the controversy over the seating of Utah Senator Reed Smoot
helped shape notions of religious liberty in America by framing “the political terms by which increasingly
diverse religions would be recognized and accommodated in America for the remainder of the [twentieth]
century.” Kathleen Flake, The Politics of American Religious Identity: The Seating of Senator Reed
Smoot, Mormon Apostle (Chapel Hill, NC: U of North Carolina P, 2004). 1. More recently, J. Spencer
Fluhman’s book “A Peculiar People” (2012) makes the case that “Mormonism has been central in
significant transitions in the nation’s thinking about religion, both as a window on the history of religion’s
conceptualization and as a force in the shaping of that history.” J. Spencer Fluhman, "A Peculiar People":
Anti-Mormonism and the Making of Religion in Nineteenth-Century America (Chapel Hill, NC: U of
North Carolina P, 2012). 1.

’® More than one character in the Book of Mormon is named “Moroni.” Captain Moroni, a character in the
first century B.C.E., is not the same person as Moroni, the last Nephite prophet in the early fifth century
C.E., who would later become the Angel Moroni.

77 See The Book of Mormon, Alma 46: 11-13.
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multiple generations and who were still absorbing the shock of the transformation from colonial
rule under a monarchy to an independent republic.”8

In his recent work The Lost Book of Mormon, Avi Steinberg notes how the depiction of
Captain Moroni would resonate with early nineteenth-century Americans: “Captain Moroni was
a spirited patriot, a legend like those from the Revolutionary War generation of Joseph Smith’s
parents.”” Yet, in situating the Book of Mormon within American literature, scholars often
overlook its militaristic aspects and follow the lead of Fawn Brodie, who describes the work as
“one of the earliest examples of frontier fiction.”8 Nonetheless, Joseph’s formative years in an
era of war seem to be reflected in his book’s seemingly endless succession of battles. His many
military scenes, both tactically and strategically, share many parallels with conflicts that
occurred in the French and Indian Wars, the Revolutionary War, and the War of 1812.
Furthermore, the warfare in The Book of Mormon, with its succession of conflicts tied
specifically and overtly to religious tensions, appears to reach even further back in time,
ref