The “Golden Plates” of
which the Book of Mormon was
translated from were described
by Joseph Smith as “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... The volume was
something near six inches in thickness.... (Joseph Smith, Times and
Seasons, v3:9, March 1, 1842, 707).” Joseph’s description of the
plates has puzzled believers and non-believers alike since the
weight of gold plates fitting his description would have been
too heavy for Joseph to carry. Such a configuration of loose
metal plates, about 288 cubic inches, made of refined gold
would have weighed between 175 and 225 pounds
depending on the gold’s purity. Even if would were to
speculate that the plates were very uneven and there was
quite a bit of air space in the sack, the lightest calculation
one could derive for the plated would be over 100 pounds.
The biggest confusion is that the description of the plates and
the estimated weight doesn’t seem to match.

William Smith, a brother of the Prophet, who had
handled and hefted the plates in a pillow-case,
claimed that the set of plates weighed about 60 Ib.
Willard Chase who also handled the plates in a
pillow-case also places their weight at about 60 Ib.
Martin Harris said that they weighed 40 to 50 Ib.

It should be understood that Joseph gave the dimensions
that he saw and the witnesses gave the weight according to
what they lifted. There is no evidence that the plates were
ever weighed or measured. Even so, the witnesses could not
have been grossly off. There is one element that might
explain the weight issue. Joseph described the plates as
having the “appearance of gold.” The ancient inhabitants of
the America’s did indeed make engravings upon a metal,
which was lighter than gold but had thereof.

Recent discoveries in the America’s show that the
inhabitants hammered sheets of copper, covered with a thin
layer of silver or gold. This gave the sheets the appearance
of precious metal (Scientific America, Hether Lechtman,
1984 ). Lechtman explains that the most important alloy
discovered at these South American sites was a mixture of
copper and gold known as “tumbaga”. When copper and
gold are melted together they mix, and stay mixed after they
cool and solidify. This alloy was known not only in South
America, but in Mesoamerica as well. Tumbaga ranged
from 97 percent gold to 97 percent copper with traces of up
to 18 percent of other metals, impurities, or silver. Once the
gold finish was applied to the tumbaga it would appear to be
made of solid gold. Tumbaga, “the magic metal”, can be
cast, drawn, hammered, gilded, soldered, welded, plated,
hardened, annealed, polished, engraved, embossed, and
inlaid.” (Putnam, 789, 828-829.) Nevertheless, tumbaga will
destroy itself if it is not stored properly. The Book of
Mormon plates were laid atop two stones, which lay across
the bottom of the stone box so that the plates would not be
exposed to water or dirt.

Writing on gold plates was not unique to the America’s.
The Persians, Assyrians, and Babylonians all used metal
plates for recording significant -
events and information. The gold
plate of Darius (shown here)
proclaims his majesty and the vast
extent of his Persian empire. It
was buried in a neatly made stone
box in 516-515 B.C. at Persepolis.

It was important for Nephi to
not only bring this long lasting .
form of writing with him to the New World, but it was
important that the metal used be an alloy. Too little gold in
the Book of Mormon plates would have made them brittle,
and too much gold would have made them too heavy as well
as increasing the danger of distortion during engraving. The
Book of Mormon plates (which were probably tumbaga)
were probably between 8 and 12 carat gold and thus would
have weighed between 53 and 86 pounds. Even so, the
tumbaga plates would have had the appearance of pure gold.

Research conducted by Robert F. Smith showed that “if
the plates were made of the tumbaga alloy, other details fit
into place. Take the color of the plates: The plates are
consistently described as ‘gold’ and ‘golden.” When tumbaga
(which is red) is treated with any simple acid (citric acid will
do), the copper in the alloy is removed from its surface
leaving a brilliant .0006 inch twenty-three karat gilt coating.
Indeed, this process was used in ancient America. Plus, this
surface covering is much easier to engrave. Likewise, pure
gold would be too soft to make useful plates. But tumbaga is
remarkably tough and resilient....” (Robert Smith, 276.)

Another oddity with Joseph’s plates were the fact that
they were written in reformed Egyptian. What was a Jewish
man, whose family fathered the American Indians, doing
writing Egyptian? Well, the answer might be simpler that it
appears. Prior to Lehi leaving Jerusalem, the Jews had been
under the rule of Egypt. In fact, since the days of Abraham
the Hebrews were subject to the Egyptians more often than
not. Egypt was also the major world power for much of their
Old Testament existence. It made sense that well to do
Hebrews would be fluent in Egyptian. It would have been
necessary for trade as well as diplomacy. It would not have
been odd for Lehi to know Egyptian. What is odd is that the
Nephite record was apparently written in Hebrew using
Egyptian characters. It makes sense when one understands
the power of Egyptian writing. It is very compact, so with
but a few characters entire sentences and paragraphs can be
written. The Lord utilized this language to condense the
writings of his record.
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\66 The abridgement of Lehi’s

record became the famed 116

o pages of lost manuscript.

Nephi made a parallel record
for “a wise purpose”.
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Benjamin’s Speech

Written from 200 to 120 BC
Parts of this record are contained in
Mosiah 9-11, 19-22

Written from 2200 to 300BC, this record is the
history of a righteous people who were led
from the Tower of Babel to the America’s.
The Brother of Jared was a member of this
group who later went on to form a nation. The
brother of Jared received great revelations
from the Lord pertaining to the history of the
world, much of which is in the sealed portion
of the Plates of Mormon.

Written about 355 AD, these writings provide
commentary and history necessary to compile
the Book of Mormon as we know it. Mormon
even enclosed the title page of our modern
Book of Mormon in these plates
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Written from 150 to 120 BC
Parts of this record are contained in
Mosiah 12-18, 23-24 Yy

Written from 90 to 77 BC
Parts of this record are —— —————]
contained in Alma 17-26 fB_g:ZO rds of Alma

Written from 64 to 62 BC

Parts of this record are contained
in Alma 56-58, 60-61

Written in approximately 34 AD, it contains a

record of the visit of the Savior to this
continent.  Only some of the record was
placed in our modern day Book of Mormon, d
primarily 3 Nephi. ~
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Abridgment of Lehi

Small Plates of Nephi

The ancient Mediterranean’s wrote on metal plates.
"Where the record was one of real importance, plates of
copper, bronze, or even more precious metal were used
instead of the usual wooden, lead, or clay tablets"
(CWHN 5:119). Such a metal record was in Laban’s
possession, a Jewish leader 600 B.C. The plates of brass
the scriptural base for the Nephite nation. Their prophets
read them, quoted them in sermons, and excerpted
material from them to enrich their own writings.

These plates were written from 580 to 200 BC.
They start about twenty years after beginning
the large plates. For a reason unknown to
Nephi, he was commanded to make another set
of plates. They were to contain the things
considered most precious—"preaching which
was sacred, or revelation which was great, or
prophesying" (Jacob 1:2-4).
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Abridgement
of Ether

Records of Moroni

Joseph Smith was commanded not to translate the
sealed vision of the Brother of Jared, which made up a
substantial portion of the gold plates (Ludlow, p. 320).
Although Joseph Smith translated only from the gold
plates, he and his associates saw many other records
(JD 19:38).

Written from 580 BC to 321 AD, the large plates were
abridged by Mormon when their contents were added
to the Plates of Mormon. Nephi made the large plates
soon after his arrival in the New World. They were to
be a continuous history of the Nephites from the time
they left Jerusalem until they were destroyed. These
plates "contained a full account of the history of
(Nephi's) people' (1 Ne. 9:2). Joseph Smith did not
receive them, but the Book of Mormon suggests they
may Yet be published to the world (3 Ne. 26:6-10).

The Abridgement of Ether was translated by Mosiah
from 24 Gold Plates and further abridged by Moroni
before they were added to the Plates of Mormon.




