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Seeking Joseph Smith’s Voice

Kevin L. Barney

Journal of Book of Mormon Studies 15/1 (2006): 54–59, 71–72.

1065-9366 (print), 2168-3158 (online)

Royal Skousen’s work on his Book of Mormon critical 
text project demonstrates that he is an able textual critic 
who employs sound judgment and proven methods to 
uncover the original text of the Book of Mormon. In 
many cases, these decisions seem counterintuitive to 
untrained readers, but Skousen correctly applies the 
principle that a more awkward reading is most likely 
original. He also shows his ability to make conjectural 
emendations for which no direct textual evidence is 
available. In every case, Skousen clearly lays out his rea-
soning so that readers who disagree with his inferences 
can examine the evidence for themselves to reach their 
own conclusions. This paper goes on to speculate that 
Skousen’s work may in time bring the LDS and RLDS 
editions of the Book of Mormon closer together textu-
ally. In the end, the critical text project is a superb work 
of scholarship on par with the standard works of bibli-
cal textual criticism.
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I suspect that I was invited to participate 
in reviewing and commenting on the first 
volume of the commentary phase of Royal 

Skousen’s Book of Mormon critical text project in 
part because I am in print as having some differ-
ent views regarding Book of Mormon translation 
theory than Skousen does. Skousen is on record 
as preferring what he calls a “tight control” model 
of the translation, namely, that the English text 
of the Book of Mormon is a rather literal trans-
lation that closely follows its original language 
exemplar written on the gold plates. In contrast, I 
prefer what I call “eclecticism,” which means that 
I do not approach the text with a single transla-
tion model in mind but remain open as to whether 
a given passage reflects tighter or looser control, 
or even midrashic embellishment, on the part of 
Joseph Smith as the modern translator. Rather than 
approach the text with an ideological commitment 

to how the translation relates to the underlying text 
in every instance, I prefer to simply follow the evi-
dence as I see it in each particular passage, evidence 
that sometimes may point in one direction and 
other times in another. One of the more concrete 
ramifications of this difference of perspective is that 
I see Book of Mormon Isaiah variants as tending to 
revolve around the italicized expressions in the text 
of the King James Version (KJV), whereas Skousen 
does not.1

So if this were a book on underlying Book of 
Mormon translation theory, I would bring a differ-
ent point of view to the table. But it is not. Rather, 
this book is a work of “lower criticism,” part of 
a series dedicated to establishing, to the greatest 
extent possible, the original English text of the Book 
of Mormon as it was dictated in 1829. And on that 
subject, I see very much eye to eye with Skousen. 
I hope this fundamental agreement is not a disap-
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pointment to anyone, but in fact I am a great fan of 
the critical text project as a whole, and this com-
mentary volume in particular. I think the project 
has been much needed, well conceived, and rigor-
ously executed. My overarching reaction is to lavish 
all the praise I can muster for the work Skousen has 
done and is continuing to do on the Book of Mor-
mon text.

The introduction (pp. 3–24) is both clear and 
concise.2 This is a particular virtue because it allows 
the reader to quickly and easily get into the meat 
of the commentary itself. I found that after reading 
just a few pages of the commentary, I had the metho
dology down and did not feel the need to constantly 
refer back to the introduction for an explanation of 
what Skousen was doing. I did, however, appreci-
ate that the volume came with a bookmark-size 
card that sum-
marizes the sigla 
used in the com-
mentary; such 
cards have become 
an expected con-
venience to be 
included with criti-
cal texts that make 
use of numerous 
symbols. I espe-
cially liked how 
Skousen, after each 
description, gives a 
quick and concise 
synopsis of his rea-
soning and conclu-
sion as to which 
reading to accept.

To be a good 
textual critic 
requires expertise 
in the relevant lan-
guages. Inasmuch 
as this project is 
not trying to look 

behind the original English text of the Book of 
Mormon, there is only one relevant language here, 
and that is English. Skousen is a professor of lin-
guistics and English language at Brigham Young 
University, so he is well equipped for the task. I also 
thought he employed an appropriately light touch 
when it came to comments on possible Hebrew 
influence, generally as mediated through the KJV. 
A good example of this is in the 1 Nephi preface 
(pp. 49–50), where he is trying to decide between 
“they call the place Bountiful” and “they call the 
name of the place Bountiful.” As I began to read 
that comment, I immediately suspected that the 
variant “name of the” reflected a common Semitic 
pleonasm. But Skousen’s assistant, David Calabro, 
points out that both the pleonastic (as in Gene
sis 35:15) and nonpleonastic (as in Genesis 35:7) 

Royal Skousen’s task 
of analyzing the textual 
variants of the Book of 
Mormon required the 
use of many symbols to 
succinctly represent key 
aspects of that complex 
textual history.
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constructions are attested in Hebrew as reflected in 
the KJV, so reliance on what appears at first blush to 
be a Semitic pleonasm is not a safe basis for textual 
reconstruction. Skousen only occasionally refers 
to Hebrew usage as possible evidence, and when 
he does so he does it conservatively, keeping the 
emphasis where it should properly be: on the Eng-
lish manuscript and versional evidence. He com-
ments on the Hebrew more directly with respect to 
the Isaiah quotations in 1 Nephi 20–21 and 2 Nephi 
7–8, but again, his emphasis is properly on compar-
ing the Book of Mormon text to the English of the 
King James Bible. I also noted a few places where 
Skousen could have used the Joseph Smith Transla-
tion (JST) as a further control for his position (for 
instance, in the tendency to modernize the relative 

pronoun which when it had a personal antecedent by 
replacing it with who [p. 29]), but Skousen already 
had an ample supply of more direct evidence and 
did not really need the further-afield JST evidence 
to make his case.

Textual criticism often seems counterintuitive to 
one who is not experienced in it. As I read this com-
mentary, I was pleased to see that Skousen is obvi-
ously a fine textual critic who consistently makes 
appropriate decisions and exercises sound judgment. 
Some illustrations where Skousen did the right 
thing, even if it might leave some readers scratching 
their heads, include the following:
•	 Skousen often has occasion to apply the prin-

ciple of lectio difficilior, to the effect that, all 
other things being equal, the more difficult 
reading is likely to be original. On the sur-
face this seems precisely backward, yet a little 
thought will reveal that it is a useful principle, 
for scribes who later worked on a text endeav-
ored to smooth out problems, not create them. 
An illustration of this is at 1 Nephi 1:3 (pp. 
54–55), where Skousen must decide between 
“and I know that the record which I make to be 
true” in the earliest textual sources and “and I 

Excerpt from the 1830 edition of the Book of Mormon at 1 Nephi 
1:1–4. Courtesy of L. Tom Perry Special Collections, Harold B. Lee 
Library, Brigham Young University.

1837 edition of the Book of Mormon. Photo by Mark Philbrick.
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know that the record which I make is true” in 
the majority of textual sources. He correctly 
chooses the more difficult reading with the 
infinitive, not the less jarring reading with the 
indicative form of the verb. This is the kind of 
hard decision a textual critic must make.

•	 Skousen consistently shows a willingness to 
override Joseph Smith’s own 1837 editing. 
For instance, as described on page 84, Joseph 
attempted to edit the expression “in the which” 
to “in which” by removing the word the, suc-
ceeding in exactly half of the 56 occurrences 
of that expression. Skousen rightly returns all 
of these to the original “in the which.” Simi-
larly, Joseph marked 48 examples of “it came to 
pass” for deletion in the 1837 edition (p. 207), 
and Skousen restores them. In 1837 Joseph was 
modifying the text as an editor, and Skousen 
properly returns the text to its original, uned-
ited form.

•	 It may seem incongruous that Skousen restores 
archaisms and grammatical errors and infelici-
ties, but that is his job as a textual critic. Scribes 
and editors over time endeavored to modernize 
and correct the text. So if Skousen wishes to go 
in the opposite direction toward the original 
text, he must trend away from the later modern-
izing and correcting tendencies and toward the 
earlier archaisms, errors, and infelicities. Skou-
sen’s goal is to re-create the original text, not the 
most correct or some sort of an ideal text. So 
he restores an apparently plural use of thou on 
page 98, the ungrammatical “against I Nephi” 
on page 143, and so on. An ideal text might 
reflect number-verb agreement, such as “they 
were yet wroth,” but a critical text must restore 
what was no doubt the original (and ungram-
matical) “they was yet wroth” in 1 Nephi 4:4 
(pp. 101–5).

Much of what Skousen discusses in such detail 
may seem like so many trifles to the casual reader. 
For instance, on page 113 he begins to spend nearly 
four pages on distinguishing between in and into. 
While such a difference may be immaterial to most 
readers, to Book of Mormon scholars much can 
hang on such seemingly trifling distinctions. Skou-
sen’s willingness to go to such lengths to establish 
the text testifies to the importance the Book of Mor-
mon has achieved as a religious text.

Perhaps the most difficult—and dangerous—
terrain for a textual critic to traverse is the conjec-
tural emendation, which is a speculative attempt to 
solve a textual problem in the absence of hard man-
uscript evidence. Failure to engage in at least some 
conjectural emendation is a failure to take the job 
of textual critic seriously. But engaging in too many 
flights of whimsical textual fancy is even more prob-
lematic. I found that Skousen approaches necessary 
conjectural emendations with a very appropriate, 
conservative methodology. To illustrate:
•	 On pages 137–40, Skousen accepts Oliver 

Cowdery’s emendation of 1 Nephi 7:1 from 
“that might raise up seed unto the Lord” in the 
original manuscript to “that they might raise up 
seed unto the Lord.” The change was made with 
no textual basis, but Skousen carefully analyzes 
the evidence and concludes that something like 
Cowdery’s emendation was almost certainly 
intended.

•	 At 1 Nephi 7:5, the original manuscript read 
“and also his hole,” and the word hole was then 
inserted again above the line, resulting in “and 
also his hole hole.” When copying the printer’s 
manuscript, Cowdery interpreted this text as 
“household.” But again, based on a careful 
analysis, Skousen brilliantly suggests an even 
stronger emendation, to “whole household.”

•	 As important as it is to make sound conjectural 
emendations, it is equally important to know 
when to reject an emendation to the text. A 
good example is at the 1 Nephi preface, dis-
cussed on pages 50–52. A correspondent had 
suggested that, given the shift from third to first 
person, and for other reasons that may seem 
cogent on the surface, the I in “I Nephi” near 
the end of the preface should be interpreted as 
the roman numeral I (in the sense of “first”) 
rather than the first person singular pronoun. 
Skousen carefully reviews the situation and 
rejects this proposed emendation; surely he is 
correct in this.

I almost invariably agreed with Skousen’s 
reasoning and conclusions. There were, however, 
a couple of counterexamples. The first has to do 
with the attribution of the work at the end of the 
title page. He rejects the evidence from the earliest 
sources for “by Joseph Smith Junior author and 
proprietor” in favor of “translated by Joseph Smith 
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Junior.” I found his analysis needlessly defensive 
here. Everyone knows that the “author and pro-
prietor” wording had a copyright background, as 
he rightly explains. That some anti-Mormons have 
tried to turn this into an argument that Joseph 
did not really translate the book is just plain silly. 
Skousen defends this change on the grounds that 
the attribution is not part of the original text of 
the Book of Mormon, which is true, but if he is 
going to comment on it anyway and make a textual 
judgment about it, he should still approach it from 
a sound text-critical perspective. In my view, the 
wording he prefers is clearly secondary and should 
not be part of the critical text. Of course, one of the 
virtues of Skousen’s commentary is that he fully 
explains the situation, so that even if one disagrees 
with his ultimate choice, as I do here, one has the 
information and analysis readily available to form 
one’s own judgment.

I also had a minor quibble with his treatment 
of the strait versus straight issue beginning on page 
174. First, I found it curious that Skousen chose 
not to cite previous treatments of this issue, includ-
ing his own in the pages of this journal.3 Second, I 
thought he relied a little too heavily on the redun-
dancy of “strait and narrow path” as an argument 
for the nonredundant “straight and narrow path.” 
If this were simply English literature, the redun-
dancy of the expression would be strong evidence 
against it; but Hebraic literature tends by its nature 

to be formulaic and repetitive.4 Skousen notes that 
in Matthew 7:14, “because strait is the gate//and 
narrow is the way,” the adjectives strait//narrow are 
modifying different terms, gate//way, which is true. 
But formularity that finds expression in a parallel 
collocation, such as strait//narrow does in the Mat-
thew passage, often results in the same terms being 
used elsewhere in nonparallel juxtapositions as well, 
such as the syndetic “strait and narrow path” would 
be.5 This is a minor point because I agree with 
Skousen’s ultimate conclusion, but in my calculus 
I would weight the parallels with biblical passages 
deriving from the language of Isaiah 40:3 as more 
probative than the argument from redundancy.

As I read the commentary, it occurred to me 
that Skousen’s work might actually succeed in 
bringing LDS and RLDS (now Community of 
Christ) editions of the Book of Mormon closer 
together in the future. Historically, Book of Mor-
mon editions have been produced by sectarian com-
mittees along separate denominational lines. But 
Skousen’s work takes into account prior editions 
from both traditions, and his lodestar is sound text-
critical scholarship, with no place for sectarian bias. 
While I anticipate that, for the foreseeable future, 
Latter-day Saint editions will continue to be based 
on Orson Pratt’s versification system and Commu-
nity of Christ editions will not, I would not be at all 
surprised to see the editions produced by the two 
groups come closer together in their textual read-
ings as a result of having the solid framework of a 
well-established critical text that Skousen is in the 
process of providing. 

Also, as I read I entertained the (possibly fanci-
ful) notion that the tools Skousen is in the process 
of giving us for Book of Mormon textual criticism 
may actually be superior to what we have for the 
Bible itself. For instance, the standard critical text 
of the Hebrew Bible, Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia,6 
is woefully inadequate in its recitation of evidence 
from the Dead Sea Scrolls (a new and improved 
edition is in the process of preparation), and Bruce 
M. Metzger’s A Textual Commentary on the Greek 
New Testament,7 while a wonderful tool, is nowhere 
near as extensive or detailed as Skousen’s work. I 
finally concluded, however, that in many respects 
this was an unfair, apples-to-oranges comparison, 
given the vastly greater number of witnesses, the 
greater antiquity of the sources, and the different 
languages involved in biblical textual criticism as 

While I anticipate that, for the foreseeable 

future, Latter-day Saint editions will continue 

to be based on Orson Pratt’s versification 

system and Community of Christ editions will 

not, I would not be at all surprised to see

the editions produced by the two groups come 

closer together in their textual readings

as a result of having the solid framework

of a well-established critical text that Skousen 

is in the process of providing.
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compared with the textual criticism of the Book 
of Mormon. Still, I think Skousen’s work stacks up 
quite well against the biblical materials with which I 
am familiar.

I must confess a certain disappointment with 
Skousen’s decision not to produce an actual criti-
cal edition of the Book of Mormon, as he initially 

had contemplated in his essay “Towards a Critical 
Edition of the Book of Mormon” in BYU Studies.8 
I have seen enough of the critical text project now 
to feel quite comfortable that all of the basic infor-
mation will be made available through his chosen 
format in this series, and I have every intention 
of collecting all of the future volumes as they are 
issued. But I would still like to see an actual criti-
cal edition in print at the conclusion of the critical 
text project, preferably in a smaller format than the 
large volumes of the series so far, and for an inex-
pensive price. Such a volume could serve as a sort 
of summary of the conclusions Skousen has reached 
through the project as a whole, it would be acces-
sible and within the buying power of students, and 
it would be portable (much like the critical editions 
produced by the United Bible Societies), something 
one could stick in a briefcase or read on a plane. I 
hope that Skousen has not completely closed the 
door on the possibility of issuing such an edition at 
the conclusion of the critical text project.

In conclusion, I was deeply impressed by this 
commentary. Skousen’s linguistic control of the 
English language and his rigor in dealing with the 
textual materials was nothing short of masterful. 
This is an ongoing, seminal work in Latter-day 
Saint scholarship, and a standard against which 
subsequent text-critical studies of Mormon scrip-
ture will be judged. The bar has been set exceed-
ingly high. I would like to finish by expressing to 
Skousen and those who have worked with him on 
this project my heartiest congratulations for a job 
very, very well done. Even casual students of the 
Bible have long had easily accessible the tools nec-
essary to study it closely from a text-critical per-
spective; it is about time that the Book of Mormon 
joined the Bible’s company in that regard. Skousen’s 
text-critical scholarship is, in my judgment, well 
worthy of its object, the Book of Mormon, which is 
high praise indeed.  !

Orson Pratt (1811–1881) established the versification system used 
in Latter-day Saint editions of the Book of Mormon. Courtesy IRI.
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the beginning of his abridg-
ment of Nephi’s large plates 
is not known since the initial 
portion of his narrative was 
among the 116 pages of trans-
lation lost when Martin Harris 
borrowed the manuscript from 
Joseph Smith to convince his 
wife of its authenticity. On 
the loss of the manuscript, see 
Richard L. Bushman, Joseph 
Smith: Rough Stone Rolling 
(New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 
2005), 66–69.

Recovering the Original Text of 
the Book of Mormon: An Interim 
Review

Introduction
M. Gerald Bradford
1.	 About 28 percent of the origi-

nal manuscript (dictated by 
Joseph Smith) is extant. The 
printer’s manuscript (copied by 
Oliver Cowdery and two other 
scribes) is nearly fully extant 
(missing are about three lines 
of text at 1 Nephi 1:7–8, 20).

2.	 Royal Skousen, ed., The 
Original Manuscript of 
the Book of Mormon: 
Typographical Facsimile of 
the Extant Text (Provo, Utah: 
FARMS, 2001); The Printer’s 
Manuscript of the Book of 
Mormon: Typographical 
Facsimile of the Entire Text 
in Two Parts (Provo, Utah: 
FARMS, 2001).

3.	 Recent studies of the Book of 
Moses began with work on the 
Joseph Smith Translation. See 
Joseph Smith’s New Translation 
of the Bible: Original Manu-
scripts, edited by Scott H. Faul-
ring, Kent P. Jackson, and Rob-
ert J. Matthews and published 
by BYU’s Religious Studies 
Center in 2004. Jackson sub-
sequently prepared a critical 
edition of the Book of Moses 
entitled The Book of Moses and 
the Joseph Smith Translation 
Manuscripts, published by 
BYU’s Religious Studies Center 
in 2005. A comparable study of 
the Book of Abraham is under 
way, known as A Textual 
Study of the Book of Abraham: 
Manuscripts and Editions, 
edited by Brian M. Hauglid. It 
will result in a comprehensive 
study of the four sets of Abra-
ham manuscripts, a detailed 
historical comparison of the 
extant Book of Abraham text 
with all available manuscripts 
and editions, an analysis of 
significant variants in the text 

over time, and an analysis of 
the Egyptian characters in 
the Book of Abraham. The 
work will be published in the 
FARMS series Studies in the 
Book of Abraham.

4.	 One can already see the 
impact of Skousen’s efforts in 
J. Christopher Conkling’s recent 
article “Alma’s Enemies: The 
Case of the Lamanites, Amlicites, 
and Mysterious Amalekites,” 
JBMS 14/1 (2005): 108–17.

The Book of Mormon Critical 
Text Project
Terryl L. Givens
1.	 Percy Bysshe Shelley, “A 

Defence of Poetry” (first pub-
lished in 1840).

2.	 José Ortega y Gasset, The 
Dehumanization of Art, and 
Other Writings on Art and 
Culture (Garden City, NY: 
Doubleday, 1956), 23.

3.	 Quoted in David J. Voelker, 
“The Apologetics of Theodore 
Parker and Horace Bushnell: 
New Evidences for Christian-
ity,” http://history.hanover.
edu/hhr/95/hhr95_4.html. 

4.	 M. Gerald Bradford and Ali-
son V. P. Coutts, eds., Uncov-
ering the Original Text of the 
Book of Mormon: History and 
Findings of the Critical Text 
Project (Provo, UT: FARMS, 
2002), 5.

5.	 Uncovering the Original Text of 
the Book of Mormon, 18.

6.	 Royal Skousen, Analysis of 
Textual Variants of the Book of 
Mormon, Part One: Title Page, 
Witness Statements, 1 Nephi 
1 – 2 Nephi 10 (Provo, Utah: 
FARMS, 2004), 3.

7.	 Skousen, Analysis of Textual 
Variants, Part One, 3.

8.	 Uncovering the Original Text of 
the Book of Mormon, 18.

9.	 Uncovering the Original Text of 
the Book of Mormon, 19.

10.	Joseph Smith, History of The 
Church of Jesus Christ of 
Latter-day Saints, ed. B. H. 
Roberts (Salt Lake City: The 
Church of Jesus Christ of 
Latter-day Saints, 1946), 1:252.

Joseph Smith and the Text of the 
Book of Mormon
Robert J. Matthews
1.	 See the Wentworth Letter, in 

History of the Church, 4:537; 
Doctrine and Covenants 1:29; 
and “The Testimony of Three 
Witnesses,” in the forepart of 
the Book of Mormon.

2.	 See History of the Church, 
1:220.

3.	 Cited in J. Reuben Clark Jr., 
Why the King James Version 
(Salt Lake City: Deseret Book 
Company, 1956), xxxiv.

4.	 Minutes of the School of the 
Prophets, Salt Lake City, 14 
January 1871, Family and 
Church History Department 
Archives, The Church of Jesus 
Christ of Latter-day Saints, 
Salt Lake City, Utah.

Scholarship for the Ages
Grant Hardy
1.	 Royal Skousen, Analysis of 

Textual Variants of the Book of 
Mormon, Part One: Title Page, 
Witness Statements, 1 Nephi 
1 – 2 Nephi 10 (Provo, UT: 
FARMS, 2004), 415–16.

2.	 Skousen’s running dialogue in 
this volume with David Cal-
abro, another close reader, is a 
pleasure to overhear.

3.	 I am a great fan of Hugh 
Nibley—he is often provocative 
and always entertaining—but 
Skousen’s precision and rigor 
put him to shame. See, for 
example, Skousen’s discussion 
of Nibley’s explanation of the 
phrase “or out of the waters of 
baptism” at 1 Nephi 20:1.

4.	 A similar project, dealing 
with more modern materials, 
is the Joseph Smith Papers, a 
scholarly edition of documents 
associated with the Prophet 
that will be published jointly by 
Brigham Young University and 
The Church of Jesus Christ of 
Latter-day Saints in 26 volumes 
over the next decade.

5.	 Similarly, outside of transla-
tors, how many Latter-day 
Saints have read 2 Nephi 3:18 
carefully enough to notice that 
there is a direct object miss-
ing: “I will raise up unto the 
fruit of thy loins [something or 
someone?] and I will make for 
him a spokesman”? Skousen 
not only notices this, but he 
devotes six pages to resolving 
the difficulty created by the 
grammatical lapse.

6.	 M. Gerald Bradford and Alison 
V. P. Coutts, eds., Uncovering 
the Original Text of the Book 
of Mormon: History and Find-
ings of the Critical Text Project 
(Provo, UT: FARMS, 2002).

Seeking Joseph Smith’s Voice
Kevin L. Barney
1.	 This difference in perspec-

tive can be seen by compar-
ing on the one hand Royal 
Skousen, “Textual Variants in 
the Isaiah Quotations in the 

Book of Mormon,” in Isaiah 
in the Book of Mormon, ed. 
Donald W. Parry and John W. 
Welch (Provo, UT: FARMS, 
1998), 381–82, with David P. 
Wright, “Isaiah in the Book 
of Mormon: Or Joseph Smith 
in Isaiah,” in American Apoc-
rypha: Essays on the Book of 
Mormon, ed. Dan Vogel and 
Brent Lee Metcalfe (Salt Lake 
City: Signature Books, 2002), 
159–69. Skousen alludes to this 
issue on page 426 of Analysis of 
Textual Variants of the Book of 
Mormon, Part One: Title Page, 
Witness Statements, 1 Nephi 
1 – 2 Nephi 10 (Provo, UT: 
FARMS, 2004) but reserves 
full discussion for volume 3.

2.	 Skousen shows his age by 
using the letters DHC (p. 14) as 
an abbreviation for what used 
to be called the Documentary 
History of the Church. The 
contemporary practice is to 
use the abbreviation HC for 
History of the Church.

3.	 Noel B. Reynolds and Royal 
Skousen, “Was the Path Nephi 
Saw ‘Strait and Narrow’ or 
‘Straight and Narrow’?” 
JBMS 10/2 (2001): 30–33; and 
John W. Welch and Daniel 
McKinlay, “Getting Things 
Strai[gh]t,” in Reexploring the 
Book of Mormon, ed. John W. 
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Insights Available as We 
Approach the Original Text
Kerry Muhlestein
1.	 For an example, see “Complete 

Text of Benjamin’s Speech 
with Notes and Comments,” in 
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John W. Welch and Stephen 
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