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We ought not, then, to be misled by the and it came to pass’s,
and the O’s and yea's and for behold’s. The essence of Book of Mor-
style 1s concentration. The working vocabulary of 1 Nephi, ac-
cording to E. Craig Bramwell’s 1960 Brigham Young University
thesis, ‘‘Hebrew Idioms in the Small Plates of Nephi,”” has only
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My son give ear to my words (v 1)
Keep the commandments and ye shall prosper in the land (v 1)
Captivity of our fathers—bondage (v 2)
He surely did deliver them (v 2)
Trust in God (v 3)
Support in trials, troubles and afflictions (v 3)
I know this not of myself but of God (v 4)
Born of God (v 5)

Limbs paralysed (v 10)

The Agony of Conversion
destroyed (v 11)
racked with eternal torment (v 12)
harrowed up to the greatest degree (v 12)
racked with all my sins (v 12)
tormented with the pains of hell (v 13)
inexpressible horror (v 14)
banished and extinct (v 15)
pains of a damned soul (v 16)

Called upon Jesus Christ (v 18)

The Joy of Conversion
no more pain (v 19)
oh what joy (v 20)
what marvelous light (v 20)
soul filled with joy as exceeding as was my pain (v 20)
exquisite (v 21)
nothing as sweet as was my joy (v 22)
singing and praising God (v 22)
long to be with God (v 22)

Use of limbs returns (v 23)
Born of God (v 26)
Therefore my knowledge i1s of God (v 26)
Supported under trials and troubles and afflictions (v 27)
Trust in him (v 27)

He will deliver me (v 27)
Egypt—-captivity (v 28-29)
Keep the commandments and ye shall prosper in the land (v 30)

This according to his word (v 30)3

5John W. Welch, “‘Chiasmus in the Book of Mormon," Brigham Young University Studies 10

(Autumn, 1969): 83.
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twenty-three percent more words than comparable Old Testament
sections—2696 root words, a mere tithe of Shakespeare’s written
vocabulary. Perhaps the most impressive aspect of that compact
vocabulary is its sparing use of adjectives; most literary stylists feel
that where modifiers are concerned, less is more. The inimitably con-
centratred Genesis 1, for instance, boasts but sixteen simple adjec-
tives in its nearly nine hundred words. The slightly longer first
chapter of 1 Nephi has, impressively enough, only sixteen adjectives.

The first chapter of Genesis, representing as it does the Bible at
its best, makes for interesting stylistic comparison with
1 Nephi 1, which I take to be typical of Book of Mormon style. And
1t came to pass’s, while something short of Twain’s estimate of two-
thirds of the total words, do comprise fully five percent of Nephi’s
first chapter. Yet in Genesis, where there is virtually no feeling of
redundancy, there 1s much more repetition. Thus I suspect it 1s not
rhetorical formulas which make the Book of Mormon less dynamic
rhetorically; there are as many and the morning’s and and God saw
that it was good’s in Genesis 1 as there are and it came to pass’s in
1 Nephi 1—and more and God said’s. What becomes in the Book of
Mormon a mannerism as annoying as our modern y '2zow is in its
essential impulse rhetorically sound: Cornercutting formulas, like
blunt @74 transitions, however montonous they may sound to a
modern ear, are attempts at terseness.

That is not to say that the Book of Mormon is total literary con-
centration. In 1 Nephi 1, such idle repetitions as ‘‘being thus over-
come with the Spirit’”’ in verse 8 after ‘‘being overcome with the
Spirit’’ in verse 7, or ‘‘as he prayed unto the Lord’’ in verse 6 follow-
ing immediately upon ‘‘as he went forth prayed unto the Lord’’ in
verse 5, are difficult to forgive, let alone defend. And ye# becomes
so consistently an announcement of unnecessary repetition of
superfluous explication that it doesn’t take a sensitive reader long to
learn to skip those arid yez passages as religiously as he avoids pedan-
tic footnotes.

But even this weakness is relative: We ought not to let the fact
that much more is said in Genesis 1 than 1 Nephi 1 obscure the fact
that a great deal is said in 1 Nephi 1. Nephi may not get the world
created in those 934 words, but he manages masterfully to establish
persona, place, purpose, even spirit. His first chapter, radiating out
in its careful chiasmic structure from the visionary center of verse 9,
reminds me of such artful beginnings as Dickens’s opening to A T@/e
of Two Cities: ‘‘It was the best of times, it was the worst of times.”’
As Hugh Nibley has shown us in Leh: in the Desert, from its formal
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introductory Egyptian colophon to its climactic statement of thesis,
succinctness marks 1 Nephi 1 to be the abridgement Nephi informs
us that it 1s:4

I, Nephi, having been born of goodly parents, therefore I was
taught somewhat in all the learning of my father; and having seen many
afflictions in the course of my days, nevertheless, having been highly
favored of the Lord 1n all my days; yea, having had a great knowledge of
the goodness and the mysteries of God, therefore I make a record of my
proceedings in my days

talls something short of the concentration of ‘‘In the beginning, God
created the heaven and the earth.”’ I'd prefer the Nephi statement in
half the words:

I, Nephi, born of goodly parents, and having been highly favored
of the Lord, make a record of my days.

But then I'm an English teacher, and what’s worse, a Bible-
reading English teacher. In the concentration contest, the Book of
Mormon clearly comes in second to the King James Version; but in
this race, that’s admirably high place.

The Book of Mormon 1s impressively concentrated. Our choosing
as standard against which to measure i1t the most superlatively
understated volume in the English language attests that concentra-
tion. Concentration could well be the weakest area of Book ot Mor-
mon style. Even here, at its worst, the Book of Mormon invites
tavorable comparison with the King James Version of the Bible.

‘Hugh Nibley, Lebt in the Desert & The World of the Jaredites (Salt Lake City, Utah: Bookcraft, 1952),
pp. 13-20.
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