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    [Page 151]A review of William L. Davis, Visions in a Seer Stone: Joseph Smith and the Making of the Book of Mormon. Chapel Hill, North Carolina: University of North Carolina Press, 2020, 264 pp. paperback $29.95, hardcover $90, e-book $22.99, ISBN: 1469655675, 9781469655673.

     

    Abstract: Within the genre of Book of Mormon studies, William L. Davis’s Visions in a Seer Stone presents readers with an innovative message that reports how Joseph Smith was able to produce the words of the Book of Mormon without supernatural assistance. Using oral performance skills that Smith ostensibly gained prior to 1829, his three-month “prodigious flow of verbal art and narrative creation” (7) became the Book of Mormon. Davis’s theory describes a two-part literary pattern in the Book of Mormon where summary outlines (called “heads) in the text are consistently expanded in subsequent sections of the narrative. Termed “laying down heads,” Davis insists that such literary devices are anachronistic to Book of Mormon era and constitute strong evidence that Joseph Smith contributed heavily, if not solely, to the publication. The primary weaknesses of the theory involve the type and quantity of assumptions routinely accepted throughout the book. The assumptions include beliefs that the historical record does not support or even contradicts (e.g. Smith’s 1829 superior intelligence, advanced composition abilities, and exceptional memorization proficiency) and those that describe Smith using oral performance skills beyond those previously demonstrated as humanly possible (e.g. the ability to dictate thousands of first-draft phrases that are also refined final-draft sentences). Visions in a Seer Stone will be most useful to individuals who, like the author, are willing to accept these assumptions. To more skeptical readers, the theory [Page 152]presented regarding the origin of the Book of Mormon will be classified as incomplete or inadequate.

    

     

    
    From the first moment in 1830 when Joseph Smith held the newly printed Book of Mormon in his hands declaring that it came by “the gift and power of God,”[bookmark: sdfootnote1anc]1 secularists have rejected all claims of divine assistance. Instead, they have searched for alternate explanations that employ natural forces and human abilities to generate all 269,320 words of the text.[bookmark: sdfootnote2anc]2 Over the ensuing century, two theories dominated the explanatory landscape (see Figure 1). Starting in 1833, a conspiracy involving the Spaulding manuscript prevailed until the document was rediscovered in 1884.

     

    
      [image: ]
      Figure 1. Charting the prevailing secular explanations for Joseph Smith’s writing of the Book of Mormon.

    

    Since then, the most popular hypothesis has been that Joseph Smith’s intellect was sufficient to verbally compose all the verses, although details of how he did it have never been proposed.[bookmark: sdfootnote3anc]3 If asked, “What skills would be needed to dictate a book like the Book of Mormon?” The answer has [Page 153]been, “The skills Joseph Smith possessed in 1829.” If asked, “What skills did Joseph Smith possess in 1829?” The answer has been, “All the skills needed to dictate the Book of Mormon.” Even without any details of the methodology Smith ostensibly employed, the circular logic of the intellect theory remains valid for many skeptics.

    William L. Davis’s Visions in a Seer Stone (hereafter VSS) potentially changes this long-standing dynamic by describing, perhaps for the first time since 1829, how Joseph Smith was able to generate all the sentences of the Book of Mormon naturally. Davis never fully discards the possibility that inspiration played a role, but such influences are never requisite to complete the project.

    A Survey of VSS’s Theory

    Regardless of one’s position concerning the actual origin of the Book of Mormon, VSS is groundbreaking because of the level of detail it presents to support its specific thesis. These chapter synopses highlight these details.

    Preface and Introduction

    VSS begins by describing how “the Book of Mormon contains an enormous amount of nineteenth-century material that permeates both the content and structure of the work” (x). Since it purports to be a history of ancient Americans, the presence of nineteenth-century elements in the text might be unexpected. VSS carves out a couple of explanations for Latter-day Saints: “the nineteenth-century anachronisms in the Book of Mormon can then be framed as God’s alterations to the ancient record, which He transmitted to Smith via the seer stone” (x) or “for those who believe that Smith actively participated in a literal translation, the nineteenth-century elements can be understood as Smith’s personal contributions to the translation project” (x).

    After allowing for these possibilities, VSS lays out a theory where supernatural influences are unnecessary: “I will often streamline the discussion by referring to the work as the result of Smith’s individual creative efforts” (xi). As the result, the 1830 Book of Mormon is described “as a script, or a transcript, of Smith’s performative process — the artifact of a grander, multifaceted oratorical effort” (2) and as “one of the longest recorded oral performances in the history of the United States” (2). In this performance, “Smith made use of several techniques that facilitated the process of oral composition, including such methods as

    
      	the semi-extemporaneous amplification of skeletal narrative outlines,

      	[Page 154]the use of formulaic language in biblical and pseudo-biblical registers,

      	rhetorical devices common in oral traditions,

      	and various forms of repetition (e.g. recycled narrative patterns),

      	[and] other traditional compositional strategies” (3; bullets added).

    

    Joseph Smith “absorbed these techniques from multiple avenues” (91) that were found in the “oratorical culture in early nineteenth- century America” (2) where he was raised to age twenty-three:

    
      	daily family Bible reading (3, 40)

      	domestic education (3, 31)

      	Sunday schools (3, 54, 111, 217)

      	church attendance (3, 58)

      	introductory composition lessons in common schools (3, 16, 78)

      	participation in a variety of voluntary societies for self-improvement, such as juvenile literary and debate societies (3, 193)

      	household fireside storytelling practices (3, 166, 167, 193)

      	public orations (3, 16, 21)

      	classroom recitation exercises (3, 82, 138)

      	visits to libraries and bookstores (57, 208)

      	sermons in churches (3, 4, 16, 20)

      	camp meeting revivals (3, 16, 36, 65, 112, 114)

      	involvement as a Methodist “exhorter” (3, see below)

    

    Prior to even beginning chapter one, VSS has set the stage for Joseph Smith as a type of thespian-narrator possessing all the human skills necessary to orally perform the Book of Mormon recitation.

    Chapter One: “Seer Stones and Western Esotericism”

    Chapter one provides additional historical context by discussing Joseph Smith’s involvement with seer stones and his treasure-seeking in the years prior to 1827. “The impulse to resist or embellish the dogmas and power structures of established religions encouraged eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Seekers to look outside the boundaries of traditional Christianity, where a panoply of philosophies and practices awaited the curiosity of those who sought alternative systems of belief among the [Page 155]various traditions of Western esotericism” (9). “Smith’s use of a seer stone to produce the Book of Mormon … offers a view into the mystical and financial economies of ritualism, religious experimentation, and spiritual seeking among early Americans” (13).

    Chapter Two: “Laying Down Heads in Written and Oral Composition”

    Chapter two introduces a discovery regarding Joseph Smith’s narrative techniques that becomes a bedrock theme throughout VSS. “Smith’s 1832 history begins with an opening paragraph that provides the reader with a sketch outline of the historical events that Smith wished to emphasize in his narrative” (14).[bookmark: sdfootnote4anc]4 VSS elaborates:

    
      Smith’s method of using a preliminary outline, or, as more commonly termed, a “skeleton” of “heads” (an outline formed with key summarizing phrases) to organize and arrange his 1832 historical narrative, was a standard technique of composition in the early nineteenth century. The explicit use of the skeletal sketch in the opening of the history, marking each stage in the sequence of the narrative with a summarizing phrase, provides one of several expressions of the method commonly known as “laying down heads.” (16)

    

    Technically, the term “laying down heads” refers to speakers or writers who present “formal partitions”[bookmark: sdfootnote5anc]5 in their presentations by declaring to their audiences “the heads or chief topics of discourse” that will be presented in the forthcoming material.[bookmark: sdfootnote6anc]6 “The heads of a sermon,” writes François Fénelon in his 1845 book, The Preacher and Pastor, “are great assistances to the memory and recollection of a hearer. They serve also to fix his attention. They enable him more easily to keep pace with the progress of the discourse; they give him pauses and resting-places, where he can reflect on what has been said, and look forward to what is to follow.”[bookmark: sdfootnote7anc]7

    VSS further explains: “Laying down heads” involves “two basic steps: first, the speaker or author created a skeletal outline of his or her [Page 156]intended composition by using a sequence of key phrases (‘heads’) that concisely summarized each of the main topics, issues, or divisions of an idea contained within the overall passage that followed. Second, using this skeletal outline as a reference guide, the speaker or author would then elaborate on each key phrase, expanding it into a fully developed passage of oral address or text” (16).

    VSS mentions “laying down heads” over 100 times as it argues that Smith borrowed this technique and used it in his personal sermons and histories, as well as the Book of Mormon: “Smith dictated the majority of the opening skeletal outline to one of his scribes … This same method, it should be observed, is consistent with Smith’s production of the Book of Mormon” (21). “Smith’s method of laying down heads for his historical narratives emerges as the most prominent and visible compositional feature of the Book of Mormon” (122).

    Chapter Three: Revival Sermons in the Burned-Over District

    The third chapter discusses how and where Joseph Smith would have learned about laying down heads. Within the “whirlwind of religious activity” in western New York, “Joseph Smith would experience a range of revivalist preaching unlike anything he had previously encountered” (33). The speaking techniques of those preachers involved a specific pattern. First, “the preparation of written skeletal outline of a sermon.” Second, “the preparation of a written sermon skeleton.” And third, “the preparation of a mental outline during study and meditation, which the preacher retained in his memory and used as a guide during performance, without ever committing anything to paper” (50–51; italics in original). “Smith inherited his oral techniques directly from this compositional and rhetorical milieu” (53).

    Chapter Four: The King Follett Sermon

    VSS offers Joseph Smith’s April 7, 1844 King Follett sermon to further support that Joseph organized his sermons according to “laying down heads” (59–88). The claim is problematic because on that day Smith began at 3:00 pm (according to Wilford Woodruff) or 3:15 pm (according to Willard Richards) speaking about the recent death of Church member King Follett, ending at 5:30 pm (according to Thomas Bullock).[bookmark: sdfootnote8anc]8 This [Page 157]chapter in VSS is less useful because no verbatim text of the speech was recorded. Besides Bullock, Woodruff, and Richards, William Clayton also took notes, which were later amalgamated and printed in the Church’s newspaper, The Times and Seasons.[bookmark: sdfootnote9anc]9 None of these five accounts includes more than 5000 words.

    Average orators speak between 100 and 150 words per minute. Even if Joseph Smith spoke at a very slow pace, he would have articulated over twice as many words in more than two hours as found in any of the available accounts. It could be argued that since we do not possess an accurate transcript of Joseph Smith’s address, verifying nuanced characteristics like the use of headings is impossible. He probably did use summary phrases to introduce new ideas, but available evidences do not allow a strict conclusion.[bookmark: sdfootnote10anc]10

    Chapter Five: Sermon Culture in the Book of Mormon

    Chapter five seeks to further convince the reader that “the text of the Book of Mormon reveals how the pervasive sermon culture of Smith’s world had firmly imprinted itself on his imagination, influencing the style, organization, and content of his prophetic voice” (89).

    Besides the twenty-one printed headings in the Book of Mormon, (fourteen for chapters and seven for individual books), VSS identifies numerous other “concealed heads” (100–03). “Rather than announcing explicit and discrete heads for this sermon, Smith, like many of his contemporary semi-extemporaneous preachers, abandoned the preliminary announcement of each and every main topic in the sermon and substituted a general introduction instead … sermon construction and delivery thus reveals the presence of ‘concealed heads,’ or a ‘concealed method,’ rather than an overt, explicit style” (99–100). According to VSS, [Page 158]the Book of Mormon is built on headings and heads, some overt and some hidden.

    Addressing the actual source of the headings found in the Book of Mormon, VSS posits Joseph Smith had prepared a “mental outline” prior to dictating: “Whenever a sermon required information specific to the development of the narrative, Smith could prepare such main points beforehand, meditate on the key issues and information that he wanted to address, and then follow (however loosely) his mental outline in performance — all the while allowing for extemporaneous diversions and expansions along the way … Smith’s approach to oral composition thereby reveals how he was able to produce lengthy passages in rapid and highly effective ways” (116).

    Chapter Six: Constructing Book of Mormon Historical Narratives

    Chapter six further elaborates on the two-step process of laying down heads introduced in chapter two, promoting the skeletal outlines as “anchors” to his dictation: “The careful preparation of a story outline — the management of the sequence of events, the dates and locations where they occur, and the characters involved — would have been a critical and central anchor for the entire Book of Mormon” (122). The carefully prepared outline then guided the dictation of sermons and historical narratives: “Smith composed the story by following the same sequence established in the prefatory outline, using each of the opening phrases as a narrative guidepost to anchor his semi-extemporaneous performance of the storyline. This relationship between the prefatory outline and the main body of the text also provides important information about the characteristics of Smith’s oral style and the composition of the Book of Mormon” (137).

    Chapter Seven: A Theory of Translation

    Chapter seven begins by re-emphasizing a repeated theme regarding Joseph Smith’s motives: “Smith believed that his process of constructing the text did, in fact, involve divine inspiration and guidance” (160), “Smith sincerely believed, to one extent or another, that the Book of Mormon represented an authentic history of ancient civilizations in the Americas” (165). By ostensibly preserving his sincerity, VSS assures its readers that Joseph need not be seen as a fraud, even as he tried to pass off a work of fiction as divine scripture. Readers should not attribute “his years-long process of preparation to deceptive motives” (165).

    [Page 159]As observed above, the bulk of VSS discusses the presence of skeletal outlines and laying down heads in the text of the Book of Mormon. Chapter seven describes a more comprehensive “theory of translation” that briefly acknowledges additional steps were required: “The preparatory work was extensive; the process involved time, meditation, careful attention, and a good memory” (161).

    Composing the Story Content: VSS recognizes that prior to the dictation, “a preliminary process of careful preparation and narrative structuring for all the stories” in the Book of Mormon occurred (161). In the years prior to 1829, Joseph Smith engaged in the “early development of story content” (165), “story episodes” (161), and “narrative scenarios” (161).

    Composing the Outlines: Simultaneous with creating story content, Joseph Smith “spent several years constructing and revising preliminary outlines (not fully written manuscripts) that framed the work before dictating the current text in 1829. These outlines would have included the organization of such story elements as the many chronologies within the work” (163–64).

    Memorization: “Smith would also have had an extensive amount of time to rehearse and familiarize himself with the characters and narratives, thus only requiring, as the text often demonstrates, the promptings of brief sketch outlines, individual mnemonic cues, or nothing more than his memory to recall story episodes. In fact, the large number of brief outlines and mnemonic cues in the Book of Mormon suggests that Smith was deeply and extensively familiar with the narratives, long before expanding them in the moment of performance” (164).

    Wordsmithing: “The actual composition of the stories generally involved the expansion and amplification of summarizing outlines and mnemonic cues by means of semi-extemporaneous oral production” (161–62) in the real time performance.

    To summarize, the years before 1829 involved composing and memorizing hundreds of stories and outlines. Then during the dictation, Joseph Smith recited the outlines and amplified them extemporaneously into the thousands of sentences his scribes recorded.

    Adding Assumptions

    A potential weakness of VSS involves the types and quantity of supportive evidence that are cited. Historical documentation is seldom provided [Page 160]and is limited. Instead, multiple assumptions are built into its primary theory. These include:

    
      	Assuming ancient historians did not use summary headings in their historical compilations.

      	Assuming that the text of the Book of Mormon can be used as evidence of Smith’s natural intellectual abilities in 1829.

      	Assuming that between 1823 and 1829 as a first-time novelist, Smith composed and outlined the “story content” (165) for most of the Book of Mormon using his own creativity.

      	Assuming that by age twenty-three, Smith developed a memorization system that enabled him to encode the stories and outlines that he had composed into his memory.

      	Assuming that during the dictation, Smith remembered the outlines and story ideas and then wordsmithed a long series of first-draft oral sentences that was also a highly refined sequence of final-draft sentences.

    

    The remainder of this article will address these assumptions.

    Assuming Book of Mormon Historians

Would Not Use Summary Headings

    The 1830 printing of the Book of Mormon contains 114 chapters (1981 edition has 240) and 15 books. Of these, fourteen chapters and seven books have “heads” or “headings,” which serve as brief introductory outlines, ranging from eight to 163 words in length. (Figure 2 illustrates a heading in the original Book of Mormon.)

     

    
      
        
          	
            Page Number of Heading in the 1830 Book of Mormon
          
          	
            Heading Length (Words)
          
          	
            Pages between Headings
          
          	
            Type of Heading
          
        

        
          	323
          	8
          	7
          	Chapter
        

        
          	330
          	8
          	2
          	Chapter
        

        
          	332
          	8
          	16
          	Chapter
        

        
          	583
          	9
          	5
          	Chapter
        

        
          	514
          	11
          	69
          	Book
        

        
          	282
          	15
          	41
          	Chapter
        

        
          	239
          	17
          	6
          	Chapter
        

        
          	202
          	22
          	19
          	Chapter
        

        
          	[Page 161]232
          	26
          	7
          	Chapter
        

        
          	59
          	28
          	84
          	Book
        

        
          	173
          	28
          	30
          	Chapter
        

        
          	348
          	29
          	59
          	Chapter
        

        
          	123
          	31
          	49
          	Book
        

        
          	476
          	34
          	38
          	Chapter
        

        
          	269
          	42
          	13
          	Chapter
        

        
          	426
          	45
          	27
          	Chapter
        

        
          	245
          	48
          	24
          	Chapter
        

        
          	452
          	48
          	23
          	Book
        

        
          	221
          	68
          	11
          	Book
        

        
          	407
          	106
          	19
          	Book
        

        
          	5
          	163
          	54
          	Book
        

        
          	588
          	END
          	
          	
        

      
    

    For the vast majority of the Book of Mormon text that is not directly associate with these formal headings, VSS asserts “Smith also embeds these outlines in the middle of narratives, incorporating them into the development of the stories themselves” (128) as “concealed heads” (68; see also 99, 115). As discussed above, VSS considers virtually every line of the Book of Mormon to be a heading or an elaboration of a general heading.

    Assuming Headings in the Book of Mormon are Anachronistic

    A foundational observation for the general theory advanced in VSS is that the presence of headings in the Book of Mormon is anachronistic. That is, historians writing between 600 bce and 400 ce would not have used such techniques so their presence in the Book of Mormon comes from a much later century:

    
      “Because this contemporary technique was ubiquitous in the early nineteenth century, and because Smith himself used this same technique to structure his other compositions, the presence of this common introductory and organizational method points to Smith as the most likely source.” (189)

    

    
      [Page 162]
    

    
      [image: ]
      Figure 2. Page 232 from the 1830 Book of Mormon showing a heading for Alma chapter III (current chapter 5).

    

    
      The “familiar sermon structure” in the Book of Mormon is a “glaring anachronism” (96) and the use of a “skeletal outline” is a “prominent anachronism.” (124)

      [Page 163]Headings in the Book of Mormon “all reflect the specific style and focus of an early career evangelical preacher in nineteenth-century America.” (163)

      Such “techniques emerged in a different place and time than the period in which the stories of the Book of Mormon occurred, signaling the authoritative presence of a modern hand.” (159)

    

    Despite these repeated claims, VSS spends little time demonstrating how ancient historians consistently failed to include chapter headings in their compilations.

    Ancient Historians Used Chapter Summaries

    A brief documentary review shows that placing explanatory prologues or introductions to written sections has been implemented by writers for millennia. Authors and orators did not wait until the modern era to recognize that adding preliminary summaries to discourses (whether spoken or written) could enhance the audience’s comprehension.

    Dating from the 4th century bce, the philosopher Aristotle wrote: “In prologues, and in epic poetry, a foretaste of the theme is given, intended to inform the hearers of it in advance instead of keeping their minds in suspense.” Aristotle described the usefulness of “a summary statement of your subject, to put a sort of head on the main body of your speech.”[bookmark: sdfootnote11anc]11

    Available evidence also supports that Josephus writing his Antiquities of the Jews in the late first century routinely used chapter headings,[bookmark: sdfootnote12anc]12 an example of which is shown in Figure 3. Similarly, both Eusebius of Caesarea (composing Ecclesiastical History in the early fourth century ce; see Figure 4) and Augustine of Hippo (authoring The City of God in the early 5th century ce) placed summaries called “argumenta” preceding their chapters.[bookmark: sdfootnote13anc]13

     

    
      [Page 164]
    

    
      [image: ]
      Figure 3. This page from Famous and Memorable Workes of Josephus shows chapter headings originally included by Josephus in the first century and marginalia summaries by the translator, Thomas Lodge.[bookmark: sdfootnote14anc]14

    

    It could be argued any historians writing in any time and place would soon realize that giving an opening outline before elaborating could enhance the audience’s understanding. This intuitive process is not particularly complex, but self-evident. Authors may not have called it “laying down heads” until the 19th century, but additional research shows it was employed thousands of years before Joseph Smith’s birth; an example is shown in Figure 5.

     

    
      [Page 165]
    

    
      [image: ]
      Figure 4. A representative page from The ancient ecclesiastical histories of the first six hundred years after Christ shows two chapter headings, which are included throughout the entire work.[bookmark: sdfootnote15anc]15

    

    This data seems to contradict the assumption that writers in 540 bce (Nephi or Jacob) or 400 ce (Mormon or Moroni) would not have realized the value of summary headings and would not have inserted them in their writings. Proving the composition techniques that Nephite writers would have employed is impossible, but multiple evidences show that reserving such methodologies to the eighteenth or nineteenth centuries is unjustified.

     

    
      [Page 166]
    

    
      [image: ]
      Figure 5. Philemon Holland, The Roman Historie Containing Such Acts and Occurrents as Passed Under Constantius, Iulianus, Iovianus, Valentinianus, And Valens, Emperours, (London: Printed by Adam Islip, An. 1609), 66–67.

    

    Assuming that the Text of the Book of Mormon is Evidence of Joseph Smith’s Natural Intellectual Abilities in 1829

    In its opening pages, VSS declares perhaps its most important assumption, that Joseph Smith composed the Book of Mormon using his “individual creative efforts” in 1829 (xi). For VSS, the primary question is not, “Where did all the words come from?” but “What intellectual methods did Joseph Smith employ as he generated all the words?”

    VSS notes: “The historical records addressing Smith’s habits of reading, study, meditation, and exhortation are spare and contested for his pre–Book of Mormon years” (58). Overcoming this lack of supportive historical evidence is facilitated by rejecting Smith’s claims that divine influences were ultimately responsible. Instead, by assuming he created the text using his natural abilities, the text can then be used as evidence of his natural abilities at the time of the Book of Mormon dictation. Contradictions and silences in the historical record can be countered by appeals to the content of the Book of Mormon narrative. This occurs throughout VSS with language like “the text reveals” (120,137,147, 161, 189, etc.) and “the text of the Book of Mormon provides important clues” (148).

    
      [Page 167]Smith’s method of composition reveals an advanced understanding of nineteenth-century compositional strategies and a fluency in their techniques. Such evidence undermines the hagiographical accounts of Smith as an ignorant farm boy and further uncovers the presence of a familiar (and constricting) trope: the humble and illiterate but righteous man, who, in spite of his lack of formal training and education, is chosen by God to reveal important truths to mankind and to confound the wise and cynical men of the world. (194)

    

    Naturalists who already believe Joseph Smith created the Book of Mormon using his human skills will agree with this assumption as it is applied repeatedly throughout VSS. Indeed, they may argue no other approach should be considered. Skeptical observers may recognize that every time VSS references the text of the Book of Mormon to support its primary theory, it is appealing to evidence that is based upon an assumption. That assumption is unproven historically but vigorously accepted contemporaneously and is different from data derived from the historical record.

    Assuming Joseph Smith Possessed 
Extraordinary Composition Skills in 1829

    VSS assumes that “Smith began his work on the Book of Mormon long before he actually started to dictate the text … the production of the work … involves a scenario in which he announced the existence of the gold plates containing the narrative of the Book of Mormon in September 1823” (163). From that point, “Smith would have had a total of five and a half years from Moroni’s first visit” (165).

    During that time, Smith composed all the “narrative structure of his stories, [including] their placement within the overall plan of his epic work” (151). “The stories were carefully planned, with preliminary summaries and embedded outlines that revealed the shape of individual episodes, along with how those episodes fit within the larger scheme of the entire work” (158). Specifically, his time was spent “generating and developing ideas, choosing topics to address, establishing sequences of events, choosing names and places, and making any possible revisions along the way” (143). To summarize, Joseph spent those years producing “the sequence and contents of the narratives in the overall construction of the Book of Mormon” (147).

    [Page 168]Concurrent with the composition of the content, VSS reports Smith was also “constructing and revising preliminary outlines (not fully written manuscripts) that framed the work” (163). These “outlines” are referred to hundreds of times in VSS, often with adjective descriptors such as “skeletal outlines” (16, 18, 20, 21, 22, etc.), “memorized outlines” (17, 22, 72, 87), “mental outlines” (17, 22, 31, 42, etc.), “preliminary outlines” (16, 18, 67, 116, etc.), and “opening outlines” (21, 22, 96, 127, etc.). According to VSS, these outlines were fully produced by 1829 and constituted “a master plan for the entire Book of Mormon” (144).

    Lucy Mack Smith’s Recollection

    In support of Joseph Smith’s 1823 compositional skills, VSS references Lucy Mack Smith’s recollection:[bookmark: sdfootnote16anc]16

    
      During our evening conversations, Joseph would occasionally give us some of the most amusing recitals that could be imagined. He would describe the ancient inhabitants of this continent, their dress, mode of travelling, and the animals upon which they rode;[bookmark: sdfootnote17anc]17 their cities, their buildings, with every particular; their mode of warfare; and also their religious worship. This he would do with as much ease, seemingly, as if he had spent his whole life with them.[bookmark: sdfootnote18anc]18

    

    [Page 169]“Lucy’s account provides intriguing information that offers clues concerning the early stages of the creation of the Book of Mormon” (167). VSS portrays these recitals as the tip of an oratory iceberg of Joseph’s private Book of Mormon composition activities: “If Lucy’s reminiscence is accurate, then this collection of raw story materials suggests that young Joseph was in the earliest stages of his preparation during those evening storytelling adventures around the family hearth” (168).

    Assuming Training in Composition

    Basic to any author’s effort to compose a book is a rudimentary understanding of vocabulary, linguistics, grammar, and semantics. Equally important would be a fundamental knowledge of English composition and rhetoric. VSS asserts that Joseph Smith received “introductory composition lessons in common schools” (3). “Many of the oral techniques … were integral components of introductory writing instruction in common schools, with lessons involving the composition of ‘themes,’ various imitation exercises, and a variety of short and expanded essays” (4).

    In addition, VSS’s author, William L. Davis published a 2016 article, “Reassessing Joseph Smith Jr.’s Formal Education,” where he dismisses as “rhetorical effect,” Joseph’s recollection that he was “deprived of the benefit of an education … [and] merely instructed in reading, writing and the ground rules of arithmetic.”[bookmark: sdfootnote19anc]19 Instead, Davis asserts that Joseph’s school curriculum would have been “more accurately depicted” if he had included: “reading, writing, arithmetic, basic rhetoric, composition, geography, and history” (emphasis added).[bookmark: sdfootnote20anc]20

    Unfortunately, Davis does not provide supportive evidence showing that Joseph Smith’s district school included composition training or that [Page 170]it existed anywhere in rural New York in the 1820s.[bookmark: sdfootnote21anc]21 “The great majority of the one-room elementary schools which sprang up over America in the early nineteenth century” wrote R. Freeman Butts and Lawrence A Cremin in A History of Education in American Culture, “were simple institutions providing a simple educational fare … Reading, spelling, writing, and arithmetic constituted the principle elements in the offering.”[bookmark: sdfootnote22anc]22

    If Smith received training in composition, it is unclear what writing instruments he would have used or what writing surfaces he would have written upon. In the 1820s, paper for writing was expensive and could be difficult to obtain in rural America. The original copy of the Book of Mormon was penned on five different types of paper, indicating that finding paper may have been a challenge.[bookmark: sdfootnote23anc]23 Joseph Knight, Sr. remembered bringing “a barrel of mackerel and some lined paper for writing,” to Joseph during the weeks of translation.[bookmark: sdfootnote24anc]24 Assumptions that Smith had ready-access to paper sheets or “a common ‘blank book’” go beyond the evidence (164; see also 158, 184 and 190).

    Joseph Smith as a First-Time Novelist

    As Joseph Smith’s first book, the 269,320-word Book of Mormon stands out in several ways. Generally, a “short story” may be defined as containing up to 10,000 words, a “novelette” to 18,000, a “novella” to 40,000, and a novel as “a long work of fiction of 40,000 or more.”[bookmark: sdfootnote25anc]25 [Page 171]The Book of Mormon’s verbosity may have made it the longest book— among all those classified as fiction — printed in 1830.[bookmark: sdfootnote26anc]26

    As a first-time book author, Smith’s education and age, accompanying the length and reading difficulty of the Book of Mormon, place him in a unique position when compared to other youthful authors. The Book of Mormon is longer, containing fifty percent more words than the next longest novel and has a higher reading grade level than any other book written by an author 24 years of age or younger.[bookmark: sdfootnote27anc]27

     

    
      
        
          	
            Author
          
          	
            Education at Time of Publication
          
          	
            First Book Title
          
          	
            Age when Published
          
          	
            Word Count
          
          	
            Reading Grade Level
            [bookmark: sdfootnote28anc]
              28
            
          
        

        
          	Mary Shelley
          	Home tutoring
          	Frankenstein
          	21
          	51,460
          	4–5
        

        
          	F. Scott Fitzgerald
          	College
          	This Side Of Paradise
          	24
          	53,940
          	6–7
        

        
          	Amelia Atwater-Rhodes
          	High school
          	In the Forests of the Night
          	15
          	54,560
          	4–5
        

        
          	Gordon Korman
          	High school
          	I Want to Go Home!
          	18
          	57,040
          	n/a
        

        
          	Alexandra Adornetto
          	Secondary school
          	The Shadow Thief
          	14
          	64,480
          	6–7
        

        
          	S.E. Hinton
          	High school
          	The Outsiders
          	19
          	69,440
          	3–4
        

        
          	Taylor Caldwell
          	Public schools
          	The Romance of Atlantis
          	12
          	73,320
          	n/a
        

        
          	Zlata Filipović
          	Public schools
          	Zlata’s Diary
          	13
          	74,400
          	3–4
        

        
          	Nancy Yi Fan
          	Secondary school
          	Swordbird
          	14
          	79,360
          	3–4
        

        
          	Catherine Webb
          	Secondary school
          	Mirror Dreams
          	16
          	97,200
          	n/a
        

        
          	[Page 172]Pamela Brown
          	High school
          	The Swish of the Curtain
          	17
          	99,200
          	n/a
        

        
          	Alex Harris
          	College
          	Do Hard Things
          	18
          	99,200
          	n/a
        

        
          	Percy Bysshe Shelley
          	Secondary school
          	Zastrozzi
          	18
          	101,600
          	n/a
        

        
          	Arthur Rimbaud
          	Secondary school
          	A Season in Hell
          	19
          	106,020
          	7–8
        

        
          	Eleanor Catton
          	Secondary school
          	The Rehearsal
          	23
          	106,160
          	n/a
        

        
          	Helen Oyeyemi
          	Secondary school
          	The Icarus Girl
          	21
          	109,120
          	n/a
        

        
          	Zoe Sugg
          	College
          	Girl Online
          	24
          	109,120
          	3–4
        

        
          	Malala Yousafzai
          	Private school
          	I Am Malala
          	16
          	114,080
          	5–6
        

        
          	Carson McCullers
          	College
          	The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter
          	23
          	114,080
          	3–4
        

        
          	Maureen Daly
          	High school
          	Seventeenth Summer
          	21
          	119,040
          	7–8
        

        
          	Georgette Heyer
          	High school
          	The Black Moth
          	19
          	120,900
          	n/a
        

        
          	Flavia Bujor
          	Secondary school
          	The Prophecy of the Stones
          	14
          	124,000
          	5–5
        

        
          	Matthew Gregory Lewis
          	College
          	The Monk
          	21
          	128,960
          	5–6
        

        
          	Isamu Fukui
          	High school
          	Truancy
          	15
          	133,920
          	5–6
        

        
          	Jessica Khoury
          	College
          	Origin
          	22
          	133,920
          	3–4
        

        
          	Esther Earl
          	High school
          	This Star Won’t Go Out
          	20
          	138,800
          	5–6
        

        
          	Beth Reekles
          	Secondary school
          	The Kissing Booth
          	16
          	138,880
          	3–4
        

        
          	Christopher Paolini
          	High School
          	Eragon
          	19
          	163,680
          	3–4
        

        
          	Samantha Shannon
          	College
          	The Bone Season
          	22
          	173,600
          	n/a
        

        
          	[Page 173]Suresh Guptara
          	Secondary school
          	The Conspiracy of Calaspia
          	18
          	186,000
          	n/a
        

        
          	Joseph Smith
          	Frontier school
          	Book of Mormon
          	24
          	269,320
          	8–9
        

      
    

     

    As Robert Rees points out, famous authors do not produce their masterful works as their first compositions. Each accomplished author demonstrates “a long gestation period during which he ‘tried out’ his ideas, metaphors, allusions, coloring (tone), points of view, personae, and rhetorical styles before tackling a larger, more complex, and more sophisticated form, whether as a collection of poems and essays (Emerson), an extended personal narrative (Thoreau), a novel (Hawthorne and Melville) or a major poem (Whitman). There are no parallel try works for Joseph Smith, nor any evidence of his apprenticeship as a writer. In fact, all evidence points in the opposite direction.”[bookmark: sdfootnote29anc]29

    An Unkind Historical Record

    A concession secularists continually resist is the reality that the historical record is immovably unkind to assumptions that Smith possessed remarkable intellectual skills in 1829 that could be applied to authoring a book. Isaac Hale remembered in 1834: “I first became acquainted with Joseph Smith Jr. in November, 1825 … His appearance at this time, was that of a careless young man — not very well educated.”[bookmark: sdfootnote30anc]30 Prior to his baptism into the Church, W. W. Phelps wrote on January 15, 1831 affirming “Joseph Smith is a person of very limited abilities in common learning.”[bookmark: sdfootnote31anc]31

    In 1881, John H. Gilbert, the Book of Mormon typesetter and non-Latter-day Saint, was asked: “How do you account for the production of the Book of Mormon, Mr. Gilbert, then, if Joseph Smith was so illiterate?” [Page 174]He answered: “Well, that is the difficult question. It must have been from the Spaulding romance — you have heard of that, I suppose. The parties here then never could have been the authors of it, certainly.”[bookmark: sdfootnote32anc]32

    An 1879 interview by William Blair of Joseph Smith’s brother-in-law Michael Morse (who married Emma’s sister Tryal) relates:

    
      Mr. Morse is not, and has never been a believer in the prophetic mission of Joseph.

      He states that he first knew Joseph when he came to Harmony, Pa., an awkward, unlearned youth of about nineteen years of age …

      Bro. [Edwin] Cadwell enquired as to whether Joseph was sufficiently intelligent and talented to compose and dictate of his own ability the matter written down by the scribes. To this Mr. Morse replied with decided emphasis, No. He said he [Morse] then was not at all learned, yet was confident he had more learning than Joseph then had.

      Bro. Cadwell enquired how he (Morse) accounted for Joseph’s dictating the Book of Mormon in the manner he had described. To this he replied he did not know.[bookmark: sdfootnote33anc]33

    

    Multiple other accounts describe Joseph Smith as ignorant[bookmark: sdfootnote34anc]34 or illiterate.[bookmark: sdfootnote35anc]35 No account from those who knew him in 1829 portray Smith as intelligent enough to dictate the Book of Mormon.[bookmark: sdfootnote36anc]36

    [Page 175]Assuming Joseph Smith Possessed an 
Extraordinary Memory in 1829

    VSS assumes that prior to 1829, Joseph Smith mentally composed the majority of the content to be included in the Book of Mormon and simultaneously committed all that data to memory. That content included material for nearly a hundred separate sermons, plotlines involving 209 distinct individuals,[bookmark: sdfootnote37anc]37 detailed discussions of olive tree husbandry and ancient Israelite law, over one hundred guerilla warfare encounters, and a geography with at least 125 different topographical locations, and stories involving over 425 specific geographical movements.[bookmark: sdfootnote38anc]38 Any details that were not memorized would have needed to be spontaneously created in real time during the dictation.

    VSS describes how during the 1823 to 1829 period Smith used the “act of rehearsal” to “enhance” his “memory” (168). He “spent a long time with his stories — meditating on them … until he became sufficiently familiar with them for the stories to become entrenched in his mind. In doing so, such preparations and mental rehearsals would enhance his memory of the narratives” (143). “Smith would also have had an extensive amount of time to rehearse and familiarize himself with the characters and narratives” (164). The result, according to VSS, was Smith’s brain brimming with all the “advanced knowledge” (140), “advanced awareness” (157), “intimate knowledge” (158), and “familiarization with its stories” (178) needed for his oratory debut.

    Committing the Book of Mormon Outlines and General Content to Memory

    How much rehearsal would be necessary to prepare Joseph Smith for what VSS characterizes as his oral performance? Any reader can answer by simply reviewing the 1830 Book of Mormon and deciding how many hours of repetition would be required to memorize details that would not be easily generated extemporaneously. Assuming Joseph Smith committed this amount of time to memorize is hampered by a couple of [Page 176]observations.[bookmark: sdfootnote39anc]39 First, while he was reportedly creating and committing all the mental outlines and stories to memory, he was also engaged in other activities (according to VSS):

    
      	Attending up to seven years of district schooling (3, 4, 22).

      	Working with his family clearing land and in other enterprises (5).

      	Directing groups of treasure seekers with his seer stone (11–12, 171).

      	Visiting bookstores and libraries to learn specific details about Biblical law, olive tree husbandry, warfare, and other subjects (76, 57).

      	Examining maps of Middle Eastern geography to determine migration routes (vii, 171).

      	Memorizing parts of the Bible (180).

      	Listening to preachers at multiple camp gatherings, Sunday school meetings, and revivals (3, 16, 36).

    

    A second concern involves the human limitations inherent in the memorization of such a large quantity of data by using rote repetition. Walter Ong, author of Orality and Literacy: The Technologizing of the Word argues that some kind of formulaic, patterned, or mnemonic memory system might be needed: “In an oral culture, to think through something in nonformulaic, non-patterned, non-mnemonic terms, even if it were possible, would be a waste of time, for such thought, once worked through, could never be recovered with any effectiveness, as it could be with the aid of writing. It would not be abiding knowledge but simply a passing thought, however complex.”[bookmark: sdfootnote40anc]40 VSS addresses this by asserting that the outlines Joseph Smith memorized were filled with “mnemonic cues” (71, 76, 79, 96 etc.), that could help him recollect the stories and sermon core elements. VSS does not address how Smith was able to embed so many oratory elements in his memory so that a “mnemonic cue” in a remembered outline could reliably trigger the other memorized story elements. Instead, VSS assumes that it could and did happen.

    [Page 177]VSS allows the possibility that Joseph Smith may have used a written manuscript. “Smith could have easily written the entire plan of the Book of Mormon on roughly a dozen sheets of paper” (158). “If Emma had stumbled across any possible notes, they would likely have consisted of truncated outlines and cryptic mnemonic cues. And given that her experience as a scribe pertained to the beginning of the translation process, she arguably would not have known if any such notes had anything to do with the work” (184). As discussed above, assumptions that Joseph Smith penned outlines or any other form of notes are based upon speculation.

    Testing Joseph Smith’s Memory

    In 1836, Church leaders hired Joshua Seixas to teach Hebrew to forty students over the course of seven weeks beginning on January 26. Assessing Joseph Smith’s ability to memorize is facilitated by reviewing his performance as he worked to learn Hebrew. Professors Elvira V. Masoura and Susan E. Gathercole observe: “Research has revealed a close link between language acquisition and the capacity of the verbal component of working memory.”[bookmark: sdfootnote41anc]41

    Historian Brent M. Rogers et al summarize Smith’s participation:

    
      By all accounts, JS [Joseph Smith] was a diligent student of Hebrew. After Oliver Cowdery returned to Kirtland with “a quantity of Hebrew books” on 20 November 1835, JS commenced an earnest study of the language. Though he participated in the formal classes taught by Seixas, he also devoted considerable time to studying the language on his own. Between 23 November 1835 and 29 March 1836, JS’s journal mentions his studying of Hebrew — whether in class, with colleagues, or by himself — no fewer than seventy times.[bookmark: sdfootnote42anc]42

    

    Matthew Grey also observes: “In addition to attending his regular classes, Joseph asked Seixas for private study sessions, worked ahead on translation assignments, reviewed lessons on Sundays, and studied when [Page 178]he was sick.”[bookmark: sdfootnote43anc]43 After completing the class on March 30, Seixas issued Joseph Smith a certificate:

    
      Mr Joseph Smith Junr has attended a full course of Hebrew lessons under my tuition; & has been indefatigable in acquiring the principles of the sacred language of the Old Testament Scriptures in their original tongue. He has so far accomplished a knowledge of it, that he is able to translate to my entire satisfaction; & by prosecuting the study he will be able to become a proficient in Hebrew.[bookmark: sdfootnote44anc]44

    

    Here Seixas certified that after attending his class and studying Hebrew on at least seventy occasions, Joseph Smith could translate to his “entire satisfaction,” but that he was not yet “proficient in Hebrew.”

    The twenty-four-year-old Orson Pratt also attended the sessions and was apparently the only other student to receive a certificate: “During the winter I attended the Heb. School about 8 weeks in which time I made greater progress than what I could have expected in so short a period. I obtained a certificate from J. Seixas, our instructor, certifying to my capability of teaching that language.”[bookmark: sdfootnote45anc]45 By comparison, Joseph Smith learned to translate without becoming proficient, but Orson Pratt comprehended enough to be certified as a teacher.

    Linguist Noam Chomsky stresses the existence of “limitations on performance imposed by organization of memory.”[bookmark: sdfootnote46anc]46 These restrictions create performance boundaries for human cognitive function in any field requiring intellectual processing. Joseph Smith’s well-documented episode learning Hebrew in 1836 identifies an apparent upward limit to his memory abilities seven years after dictating the Book of Mormon. At that time, his cognitive capacity to learn Hebrew was less than Orson Pratt’s, six years his junior. By several standards, Pratt was intellectually [Page 179]gifted, but not superior to other geniuses in history and incapable of duplicating Smith’s dictation of a near 270,000-word book from memory.

    Assuming Joseph Smith Could Wordsmith an Oral 
First-Draft that is also a Refined Final-Draft in Real Time

    As discussed above, VSS assumes that by April 7, 1829, Smith had mentally warehoused hundreds of thoughts, outlines, facts, and other linguistic data. These oratory elements would have been almost useless unless he could package them into polished phrases and paragraphs. As Linda Flowers and John Hayes, authors of “A Cognitive Process Theory of Writing,” observe: “Having good ideas doesn’t automatically produce good prose.”[bookmark: sdfootnote47anc]47

    VSS describes how Joseph Smith used his “semi-extemporaneous” performance skills (3, 4, 22, etc.) to dictate a protracted series of first- draft phrases that were also refined final draft sentences. In the interest of transparency and full disclosure, the intrinsic difficulties associated with this assumed activity must be comprehended by those willing to accept VSS’s overall theory.

    A Naturalistic Description of Joseph Smith’s Most Difficult Accomplishment

    Helpful context might be found by answering the question, “What was the most difficult thing Joseph Smith ever accomplished?” from a naturalistic perspective. Possible responses include:

    
      	Organizing a new church

      	Creating a new theology that embraced and rejected aspects of predominant Christianity

      	Leading a small army over hundreds of miles of terrain

      	Rallying followers to build a temple, one of the largest structures in Ohio at the time

      	Enduring over six months of incarceration under dreadful conditions

      	Secretly introducing a plurality of wives and convincing women to marry him polygamously

      	Acting as mayor for the largest city in Illinois in the 1840s

      	Running for president of the United States

    

    [Page 180]While each of these achievements required Joseph Smith to meet and overcome challenges, arguably the most difficult feat was the real-time process of dictating nearly 7000 very long sentences — averaging almost 40 words each — that were so precisely-constructed that they needed no re-sequencing.[bookmark: sdfootnote48anc]48 Figure 6 illustrates the enormity of this feat by comparing the Book of Mormon with other major literary works.

     

    
      [image: ]
      Figure 6. Comparing the sentence length of the Book of Mormon to other literary works.

    

     

    The Difficulty of Mentally Converting First-Draft Phrases into Final-Draft Sentences

    The primary challenge of what VSS describes as Joseph Smith’s semi-extemporaneous “oral performance” of the Book of Mormon involved the mental processing of all the data required to produce a continuous stream of final-draft sentences. Traditionally, book authors move from first-draft to final-draft through multiple written revisions. In her college textbook, Steps to Writing Well, Jean Wyrick emphasizes the importance of revising the initial drafts:

    
      The absolute necessity of revision cannot be overemphasized. All good writers rethink, rearrange, and rewrite large portions of their prose … Revision is a thinking process that occurs any time you are working on a writing project. It means looking [Page 181]at your writing with a “fresh eye” — that is, reseeing your writing in ways that will enable you to make more effective choices throughout your essay … Revision means making important decisions about the best ways to focus, organize, develop, clarify, and emphasize your ideas … Virtually all writers revise after ‘reseeing’ a draft in its entirety.[bookmark: sdfootnote49anc]49

    

    Other authors agree:

    
      	Louis Brandeis, who served as an associate justice on the Supreme Court of the United States from 1916 to 1939, coined a common maxim for authors: “There is no good writing; there is only good rewriting.”[bookmark: sdfootnote50anc]50

      	Popular novelist and essayist Robert Louis Stevenson explicates: “When I say writing, O, believe me, it is rewriting that I have chiefly in mind.”[bookmark: sdfootnote51anc]51

      	Bernard Malamud, one of the best known American Jewish authors of the 20th century agrees: “First drafts are for learning what your novel or story is about. Revision is working with that knowledge to enlarge and enhance an idea, to re-form it.”[bookmark: sdfootnote52anc]52

      	“I usually write about ten more or less complete drafts” confides Pulitzer Prize winner Tracy Kidder, “Each one usually though not always closer to the final thing.”[bookmark: sdfootnote53anc]53

      	Lynn Quitman Troyka writing in the Simon & Shuster: Handbook for Writers explains: “Writing takes time. Ideas do not leap onto paper in final, polished form. Not only do writers need to go through the various activities of the writing process, but they also need time to get distance from a draft so that they can revise with fresh eyes.” [bookmark: sdfootnote54anc]54

      	[Page 182]Anne Lamott, author of Bird by Bird: Some Instructions on Writing and Life, declares: “I know some very great writers, writers you love who write beautifully and have made a great deal of money, and not one of them sits down routinely feeling wildly enthusiastic and confident. Not one of them writes elegant first drafts.”[bookmark: sdfootnote55anc]55

      	Betty Mattix Dietsch, author of Reasoning & Writing Well, concurs: “Some inexperienced writers seem to think they have hit the jackpot on their first draft. They evade the fact that every exploratory draft needs more work.”[bookmark: sdfootnote56anc]56

    

    Dozens, if not hundreds, of similar statements can be found in publications dealing with creative writing. In contrast, an extensive search of the literature fails to identify even one advocate of a process where a dictated first-draft should also be the final-draft. Neither does it appear that any genius-level authors have ever produced a book of even 50,000 words using this technique.[bookmark: sdfootnote57anc]57 “In all of literary history there is not a single example to match such an accomplishment,” observes Robert A. Rees. “If Joseph Smith composed the Book of Mormon out of his imagination and in the manner in which his scribes said he did (and we have no reason to disbelieve them), he is the only writer in human history to have accomplished such a feat.”[bookmark: sdfootnote58anc]58

    Human Mental Capacity and Real Time Editing

    The reason why creative writers universally use written drafts to revise their manuscripts is undoubtedly due to the large number of literary variables that need to be manipulated to refine the text and finalize the [Page 183]message. The process does not deal with single data chunks (individual words) alone, instead phrases, sentences, paragraphs, and even chapter-length word-strings are involved.

    In a landmark 1956 article entitled “The Magical Number Seven, Plus or Minus Two: Some Limits on our Capacity for Processing Information,” George A. Miller, a Professor of Psychology at Harvard, described research data supporting that the human brain can process about seven “chunks” of data at a time. When the brain’s cerebral “channel capacity” exceeds that number, confusion and errors will result: “The span of absolute judgment and the span of immediate memory impose severe limitations on the amount of information that we are able to receive, process, and remember … There seems to be some limitation built into us either by learning or by the design of our nervous systems, a limit that keeps our channel capacities in this general range” of five to nine data chunks.[bookmark: sdfootnote59anc]59 While dozens of additional studies have examined Miller’s conclusions, his primary observation that the human mind has limited abilities to process information has been repeatedly corroborated.[bookmark: sdfootnote60anc]60

    As shown in Figure 7, developing characters, stories, sermons, summary headings, and skeletal outlines to be included in the Book of Mormon would have been intellectually challenging to Joseph Smith. Likewise, cerebrally composing the initial phraseology by processing multiple converging pre-language data-streams from memory and imagination would have consumed significant intellectual bandwidth. Those first-draft phrases would have included word-blocks that varied in length, syntax, semantics, nuance, and significance. Mentally revising such linguistic collections into finished final-draft sentences that retained coherency with the previous paragraphs and that anticipated the messages of the next dictation would seemingly be the most difficult cognitive process to complete.

    Noam Chomsky observes: “A record of natural speech will show numerous false starts, deviations from rules, and changes of plan in midcourse, and so on.”[bookmark: sdfootnote61anc]61 Practice would likely diminish such verbal miscues, but the Original Manuscript of the Book of Mormon includes [Page 184]very few, if any.[bookmark: sdfootnote62anc]62 The first draft Joseph Smith dictated to his scribes went straight to the printer without any rewriting. For Huffington Post blogger Jack Kelly, the fact that Joseph Smith “did not revise a single word before its initial printing” was in his words, “jaw-dropping.”[bookmark: sdfootnote63anc]63
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      Figure 7. Comparing the relative difficulty of authorial tasks in real-time.

    

    Joseph Smith made over a thousand edits in the wording in the 1837 and 1840 printings of the Book of Mormon.[bookmark: sdfootnote64anc]64 Most were single- or double-word changes designed to update grammar and spelling. None involved restructuring or moving an entire sentence. Even accounting for all the subsequent textual alterations, the editorial clarity of the original dictation is remarkable.

    Assuming Training as an Orator

    According to VSS, Joseph Smith obtained the necessary rhetorical skills to dictate the Book of Mormon prior to age twenty three: “Whether at [Page 185]home, school, church, work, or any number of other social and civic gatherings, cultural institutions in post-revolutionary America taught, developed, and encouraged oratorical skills at a level unparalleled in twenty-first-century American practices” (2). The ability to amplify and expand outlines into finalized narratives was, according to VSS, “a skill common enough among revivalist preachers and, indeed, students in common school classrooms” (139). The “semi-extemporaneous composition techniques” (164) he learned were presumably sufficient to “flesh out” (22) and even “pursue extemporaneous tangents” (101) during the recitation.

    In 1851, Orsamus Turner reported that Joseph Smith “was a very passable exhorter” at Methodist meetings.[bookmark: sdfootnote65anc]65 VSS refers to Smith’s training as an exhorter over twenty times (3, 33, 36–39, 42, 44, 47, 49, 58, 66, 78, 82, 105, 111, 114, 120).[bookmark: sdfootnote66anc]66 “Smith’s attendance at Methodist class meetings and his efforts as an unlicensed exhorter would have exposed him to a religious environment dedicated to the principles of rigorous education and systematic self-improvement” (39). “His training as a lay Methodist exhorter would have further imprinted the patterns, language, and topics of exhortation” (111). VSS concludes: “Joseph’s participation was evidently sufficient for him to absorb a measure of Methodist preaching and exhortation techniques” (36).

    However, VSS fails to inform readers that Joseph never formally joined the Methodists and his involvement with them lasted just a few months from the fall of 1824 to the winter of 1825.[bookmark: sdfootnote67anc]67 Perhaps more problematic is that VSS does not mention that in the same book, Turner described Smith as “possessing less than ordinary intellect.”[bookmark: sdfootnote68anc]68 When placed in a fuller historical framework, assuming Smith received training and excelled as a Methodist exhorter is unsupported.

    [Page 186]Assuming Smith’s Ability to Dictate Fluently and 
Semi-Extemporaneously

    VSS repeatedly emphasizes Joseph Smith’s ability to first dictate an outline and then create the refined sentences semi-extemporaneously. Smith “dictated a skeletal outline of summarizing heads to his scribe, after which he amplified (or planned to amplify) each of the heads into fully developed passages” (17–18):

    
      The textual evidence clearly reveals that these structural tools, most obviously in the form of anticipatory narrative outlines, prompted and guided the semi-extemporaneous oral production of the work. These “prompts” allowed Smith the ability to move directly and fluently from carefully prepared mental “skeletons” and familiar mnemonic cues to the rapid dictation of the full text. Indeed, the process of combining these specific structuring devices with efficient oral performance techniques reflects the same compositional and semi-extemporaneous delivery methods in popular use among the evangelical preachers in Smith’s own vibrant sermon culture. (190)

    

    According to VSS, the actual talent that enabled Joseph Smith to create final-draft sentences in real time was one of advanced “improvisational techniques” (36): “The evidence also suggests that Smith’s flexible semi-extemporaneous method left much of the actual language of the work — along with the amplification of narratives, sermons, tangential topics, and story elements — to improvisations in the moment of performance” (164).

    In reality, asserting Joseph Smith could expertly improvise is more of a description than an explanation. It is like claiming the sun emits heat because it is hot, rather than describing how hydrogen atoms fuse to form helium in a process that radiates light and heat. It is true that some forms of behavior do not need detailed explanations, because they are so common. If I say, “John drove to town,” I don’t need to describe how he opened the door of his car, turned the ignition, pushed on the gas, and turned the steering wheel. Those events are so routine that listeners will assume they occurred without additional data.

    Yet, assuming that Joseph Smith possessed the skills in 1829 to create nearly 7000 refined sentences as a continuous oral performance in fewer than three months is less justified because it is a process seemingly [Page 187]unparalleled by intellectuals historically.[bookmark: sdfootnote69anc]69 This assumption could represent a leap of logic that goes largely unrecognized by secularists due to a lack of proper scientific scrutiny or simply due to their confidence that since supernatural influences do not exist, a naturalistic explanation must exist, even if details are unavailable. “There is a relatively widespread conception that if individuals are innately talented,” explain K. A. Ericsson et al. in the article “The Role of Deliberate Practice in the Acquisition of Expert Performance,” “they can easily and rapidly achieve an exceptional level of performance once they have acquired basic skills and knowledge.” Significantly Ericsson adds: “Biographical material disproves this notion.”[bookmark: sdfootnote70anc]70

    No Other Recollections of Possible Composition Activities

    VSS assumes Smith was involved in a comprehensive list of linguistic activities between 1823–1829 including story and outline development, Methodist exhorting, and practicing for his future “oratorical effort,” or “oral performance” (165, 2, 3 etc.). If so, others might have noticed, but little supportive evidence has been found beyond the recitals mentioned by his mother Lucy Mack Smith, which she dated to 1823.

    For example, in 1834, Eber D. Howe printed the statements from twenty-two local inhabitants along with two “group statements” from the residents of Manchester and Palmyra.[bookmark: sdfootnote71anc]71 In July 1880 newspaperman Frederick G. Mather recorded detailed recollections from twelve residents of Susquehanna, Broome, and Chenango Counties, Pennsylvania.[bookmark: sdfootnote72anc]72 In [Page 188]1888, Arthur Deming published statements from fourteen individuals in two volumes of Naked Truths about Mormonism.[bookmark: sdfootnote73anc]73 Many of these individuals knew the Smith family and Joseph Smith Junior personally, but none describe him as an orator, writer, or scholar capable of authoring a lengthy complex book.

    Richard Bushman reports that Joseph Smith “is not known to have preached a sermon before the Church is organized in 1830. He had no reputation as a preacher.”[bookmark: sdfootnote74anc]74 If Joseph spent the thousands of hours composing a book and practicing for an oral performance as VSS describes, he must have been extremely secretive. Any such behavior would probably have been recalled by critics in the years immediately after the publication of the Book of Mormon as they sought to explain its true origin.

    Conclusion

    The limited number of well-developed ideas presented by William L. Davis in Visions in a Seer Stone are a very welcome addition to the body of Book of Mormon scholarship. Representing the most detailed secular explanation for the origin of the Book of Mormon published to date, it breaks new ground on a field of study that is surprisingly barren.

    However, as a comprehensive explanation describing all cognitive processes Joseph Smith would necessarily have employed while dictating the Book of Mormon, the theory presented in VSS is rather anemic. Only the transfusion of a large number of major assumptions can resuscitate VSS’s theory to make it viable. Several of the assumptions are problematic like the idea that ancient historians would not use summary headings. Similarly, the claim that Joseph Smith possessed the intellectual gifts [Page 189]needed to produce the Book of Mormon naturally is contradicted by multiple reliable historical sources.

    It appears that secularists still await the identification of a plausible hypothesis that explains how such a long complex book could be dictated in a single draft in fewer than three months by a poorly educated, twenty- three-year-old individual.

     

    
      [bookmark: sdfootnote1sym]1. 1830 Book of Mormon Title page.

      [bookmark: sdfootnote2sym]2. On February 18, 2019, Book of Mormon scholar Stanford Carmack wrote: “The 1830 first edition has 6,852 full stops in 269,318 words … if we count the first instance of ‘me thought’ as two words (18, 41; the second is spelled as one word) and the second instance of ‘for/asmuch’ as two words (111, 32; no hyphen; the first is spelled as one word), then we get 269,320 words.” Stanford Carmack, February 18, 2019, comment on Brian C. Hales, “Curiously Unique: Joseph Smith as Author of the Book of Mormon,” Interpreter: A Journal of Latter-day Saint Faith and Scholarship 31 (2019): 151–90, https://journal.interpreterfoundation.org/curiously-unique-joseph-smith-as-author-of-the-book-of-mormon/.
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232 BOOK OF ALMA. 3

.

he satin the judgment scat, to yudgcm fhe people,
Now Alma did not grant unfo him ice of being High
Priest over the church, but he retained the office of High
Pricst unto himself; but he delivered the judgment seat wnto
Nephihah: and this he did, that he himgelf might go forth
among his people, or among the people of Nephi, that he might
pmnch the word of God unto them, to stir them up in remem-
brance of their duty, and that he mx'fhl pull down, by the word
of God, all the pride and cr11nnm~ and all the contentions
which was among his people, seeiug no way that he might re-
claim them, save it were in bearing down in pure testimony
against them.  And thus in the commencement of the ninth
year of the reign of the Judges over the people of Nephi, Alma
delivered up the ;udgmvnt seat to Ncph]h'\h, and confined
Tiimself wholly to the high priesthood of the holy order of God,
1o the testimony of the \wrd according to-the spirit of revela-
tion and prophecy.

CHAPTER 1IL

Thewords which Alma, the High Priest, according to the holy
order of God, delivered lo the people in their cilies and vil-
lages throughout the land.

Now it came to pass that Alma began to deliver the word
of God unto the people, first in the land of Zarahemlo, and
from thence throughout all the land.  And these are the words
which he spalke to the people in the Church which was estab-
lished in the city of Zarahemla, according to his own record,
saying: I, Alma, having been mn\acralcd by my father Alma
to be a High Priest over the Church of God, he having power
and authority from God to do thesc things, bohold 1 say unto
you, that he began (o establish a Ghurch in the land Which
s in the borders of Nephi; yea, the land which was called
the land of Mormon; yea, and he did baptize his brethren in
the waters of Mormon. And behold, T say unto you, they
were delivered out of the hands of the people of king Noah.
by the mercy and power of God. * And behold, after that, thcv
were brought into hondage by the hands of the Lamanites, in
the mldr\met 5 vea, I say unto you, they werc in captiv
and again the Lord did deliver them out of hondage by the
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wAfummarye recitallof thinges concerrig the divivitie and bmaicie
of our Lorde and Saionr leus Chrif.

~ Ecaule therefope the confioeration of the mane in €hyilyis two folve,thgone
3 confilting as alieav onthe bovpe,bp the which he is bnderoode Gov,the other
% tobe pondered with paces , bp the which be hath puton man , like buto s, fub:
A iccte to pallions fop our faluations fake.Z2te fhal make a vight reheclal of thofe
thinges which folowe, ifchat firfwe bein the declavation of the wholc hittoyy
fcom them which are paincipal anbmoft propee pillces ofchis boctrine, Tn che
meane {pace the auncicntric anb vignitic of Chpiltian Anciquitie, Hal againtEchem be veclaren,
iwich fuppofe thig reliion netwe, raunac,of fate,and ncuet hearve ofucfores but tobeclare che
gencration,dignitic,cflence,and nature ot Chyitte,no fpcache can fufficicnelp ferne.fthence thae
‘theloly Ghoffin the propets batheffifien: His generation yvho shalbe able to declare 2for /e,
the facher no man hachknovven,buc the fonne,neitheratany time hath any knovven the fonpe 1m-10.
“vorthely,butthe facher alone vvhiche begate him. his light going befoze the woplue, vl
‘woplocs the intclfcctual and clfenciall wilbome,and the lining woyve of Gov, being inthe begin:
ningwith (he Fatber, whobut the father alone hath righely Knotwen ?which is befope cuce creas

ture and wopkemanthip ,both oFuifible and inuifible tyinges ,the fitt aub onip fonne of Gov,

chicfe captapne ofthe coclettiall rationall,anb immoptallbeafte,the Angel ofhe great counfel, Zfis.
@ exccutourof the fecrete il of the father, maker anv wopkerof all thynaes togetber with f fa-
ther,whiche afeer the facber i caufe and auctoy of all chinges,the true and onty begoteen fonue of

®ab, L-opde,and God,and King of alichinges whiche arecrearcd, reccaning vominien anp rule

‘ofthe father by the fame diuinitie,poter,and gloype.fop accopbing to the mp@icall dininitic con:
coening bim in the Ceripture,In the beginning vvas the vvorde,and the vvorde vvas vyich o, s,
and God vvas the vyorde, the fame vasinthe beginning vvith God.all thinges vvere made by

itand vvithoutic vvas nothing made chatyvas made. @he fame voth Aofes, the mott auncient

ofal the prophecs tefEific, oy befcribing bp infpiration ofthe holy irite the b Eance aud bifpos

fision ofthe bniuzceall woploe,be Wetnctb the framee and oy keman ofall thinges, Gov, tohatte
graunted to Chpict him felfe and none other,hat is s Beuine and oulp begotcenworve,the fra-

ming ofchefe nferioy thinges. 03 breobim, conferring about(ye creation ofman: God fxjde. Gonef
(fapth be)let vs make man afier our ovvne Dkenefle and fimilitude. Qnb with this faping a«

greeth anotber propbet thus fpeaking of Gob in Dpmnes,and Gping: He fpake and theyvvere Bfatzz.
made,he commaunded and they yvere created. Bp whiche wopdes be byingeth in he facbera

et commaunding as bniucr(all captapne tith hiskinglp becke, but he wopme of Go nert
im(not an other from that which amona vsis prcachco)obleruing in al chinges s fathers
‘opDinances :as manp therefoye frou the At oyiginall of mankinde ag appeared iutte,ovly,ber-
tuous,and honel liuers,cpther about the tpme of Aofes that great woybipper of the great Gov,

03 before him ag Abrabam amy bis lonnes,0p a3 many in the times folowing accompted iufk, and

e prophets alfo which conceaued o Gov with the clenfed epes of the minve , baue knowen this

fame, and aue worhipped bim as the fonneof God with conuenicnt andbue honoy : but henot
Degenerating from bis fatbers pictic s appointed ateacher vnto atlof bis Fatbers knotulenge.

Car. 11,

The Somseof God appearedumtathe fathers n the olde teflament , andeas prefent
with the evernallfather at the creation of the worlde. Eufebin ieweth bis dinirive
partly by bis ppariions andpartly by creaing theworlde.

intheoke groue of Mambre,be foychoith fallpng downe bpon bis face , atthough it the
outtwar epe be bebeld but man,pet wopiped him as Bod, mave fupplication bnto hiny

- as Loae, with the fame tnoyoes he confelleth that be knetwe bim whenbe fapde: O Lerdwwhich Gonfis.
»qie«hk wvhole carthvvilcnot chou iudge righely > #03if noreafon permitthe bnbegotten
and le effence ofthe alimigheie to tranffopme him flfe! hmnlbgtl&ktmﬁtuﬁmu,ntlzhn
2 agapue

T(oe Loyoe Goo therefoe appearingconferred as a commion nan ith AL rabem ftinge
%
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