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Christians eventually came to dominate the Roman Empire and
changed the name back. Following the Muslim conquests, how-
ever, the city was called Aliya (from the Roman Aelia), Bayt al-
Magqdis, or al-Quds, as it still is by Palestinians today. If
Christianity had been exterminated rather than becoming the
dominant religion of the Roman empire, what linguistic evidence
would we have that al-Quds of today was the ancient Jerusalem?
Major conquests and cultural or ideological changes could
result in the complete transformation of place names. The
Greeks renamed all of the major Egyptian cities with Greek
names. For example, the Egyptian Nekhen became the Greek
Hierakonopolis, Waset became Thebes or Diospolis Magna,
Khmun became Hermopolis, and Iunu became Heliopolis.
Although some of these names represent translations of Egyptian
names, in almost no cases is there a phonetic relationship.16
Other similar examples abound. Classical Greek
Byzantium became Constantinople in the fourth century A.D.,
and eventually Istanbul in the fifteenth century. The imperial
capital district in the region of modern Baghdad has been known
successively as Kish (Sumerian, early third millennium B.C.),
Agade (Akkadian, late third millennium B.C.), Babylon
(Babylonian, second and first millennia B.C.), Seleucia (Greek,
312 B.C.-A.D. 164), Ctesiphon or Mada’in (Persian, A.D. 165-
636), and, following the Arab conquest (A.D. 640), Dar al-
Salam, and Baghdad.17
Thus, discontinuity of toponyms is a common historical
occurrence, especially in periods of major cultural, linguistic,
and political transformations, similar to those described in the
Book of Mormon itself. We can see just this phenomenon in the
Book of Mormon, where the Jaredite hill Ramabh is later called
the hill Cumorah by the Nephites (Ether 15:11; Mormon 6:6).
Where continuity of place names, references to biblical to-
ponyms in nonbiblical sources, and detailed geographical de-
scriptions such as those of Eusebius and later Christian, Jewish,
and Muslim pilgrims are lacking, attempts to re-create ancient
geographies are often plagued with precisely the problems facing
western Anatolian geography, with alternative models locating

16  The various names for Egyptian sites can be found in the ap-
propriate sections and index of John Baines and Jaromir Malek, Atlas of
Ancient Egypt (New York: Facts on File, 1980).

17 Joan Oates, Babylon, 2d ed. (New York: Thames and Hudson,
1986), 10-11.
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the same sites hundreds of kilometers apart. Should we be sur-
prised to find that this is precisely the problem facing the geog-
rapher of the Book of Mormon?

A serious problem facing Book of Mormon geography is
the severe discontinuity of Mesoamerican toponyms between the
Pre-Classic (before c. A.D. 300), the Post-Classic (after A.D.
900), and the Colonial Age (after A.D. 1520). For example, what
were the original Pre-Classic Mesoamerican names for sites cur-
-rently bearing Spanish colonial names such as Monte Alban, San
Lorenzo, La Venta, or El Mirador? These and many other
Mesoamerican sites bear only Spanish names, dating from no
earlier than the sixteenth century. On the other hand, we occa-
sionally learn from historical sources of Mesoamerican to-
ponyms that we cannot precisely correlate with modern sites.
For example, the original site of the seventeenth-century Itza
Maya town of Tayasal is still disputed between Lake Yaxha and
Lake Peten, despite the existence of much Spanish colonial eth-
nohistorical information on this location.18

Additional problems arise even for those sites that can be
located, and for which we have surviving Mesoamerican to-
ponyms. Most of the indigenous toponymic material for
Mesoamerica comes from four languages: Aztec (Nahuatl),
Mixtec, Zapotec, and various dialects of Maya. For each of these
languages, the vast majority of toponyms were recorded only in
the sixteenth century, over a thousand years after the Book of
Mormon period.19 Although there is clearly some continuity of
place names between Colonial and Pre-Classic times, it is usu-
ally very sparsely documented. For example, of the fifty known
Pre-Classic Zapotec toponym glyphs at Monte Alban II, only
“four . . . closely resemble the glyphs for places in the state of
Oaxaca given in the [sixteenth-century] Codex Mendoza.”20

Furthermore, Pre-Classic Mesoamerican inscriptions are
relatively rare. Whereas several thousand inscriptions exist from

18  Arlen F. Chase, “Con manos arriba: Tayasal and archaeology,”
American Antiquity, 47/1 (1982): 167-71. 1 would like to thank John
Sorenson for providing me with this reference.

Joyce Marcus, Mesoamerican Writing Systems: Propaganda,
Myth, and History in Four Ancient Civilizations (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1992). Marcus’s chapter 6, pages 153-89, is an excellent
introduction to Mesoamerican toponyms. Her study includes references to
the major primary sources, which are mainly “from the early Colonial pe-
riod” (157).
20 1bid., 176.



