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The year 2000 marked an important event in the publishing history
of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. Organized in 1830,
the Church had recently issued (February 2000) the one hundred mil-
lionth copy of the Book of Mormon, the volume that has been central to
its religious claims since it was first published in March 1830. Today, with
Church membership over twelve million, fifteen thousand copies are
printed per working day to meet the needs of both its members and its
active missionary efforts. The volume has never been out of print, and it
is now (2005) available in full-text translations in seventy-six languages
and in partial-text translations in another thirty-nine. For its first one
hundred years, various individuals, mostly using their own resources but
usually with Church permission and encouragement, translated the
work; today, the Church maintains a translation department that over-
sees the process of translation and strives to assure that a “standard”
translation of the text is produced.

Many of the large-print runs of the Book of Mormon have come in
the second half of the twentieth century, many of them coinciding with
the expansive growth of the Church throughout the world. A Braille ver-
sion in English was issued in 1936 and in Spanish in 1995; and, from
1995 to 2001, the first American Sign Language edition appeared. To
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date, six major English language editions have been published, the latest
in 1981.

In this article, I will survey the printing history of the Book of
Mormon in the English language, focusing on the first edition of 1830 as
well as on the other editions that were published before Joseph Smith’s
death in 1844. However, I will make mention of the 1879 edition by
Orson Pratt, the 1920 edition by James E. Talmage and his committee,
and the most recent 1981 edition. Each edition was kind of a watershed,
and each has been an attempt to give to the world the most accurate edi-
tion, fully reflecting the intent of the translation of the first edition. Each
edition also strived to be more “user” friendly, using the latest techno-
logical advances and incorporating various formats and reader notes.
From the beginning, most of the printing has been under the control of
the First Presidency and Quorum of the Twelve Apostles. I will conclude
with some comments on the Critical Text Project currently underway by
Royal Skousen at Brigham Young University, a project that will likely
create the need for yet another edition.

An Introduction to the Book of Mormon

Because we cannot possibly separate the Joseph Smith story from the
Book of Mormon, we must begin with his early life. Only a brief summa-
ry is possible here.1 In the spring of 1820, during his fourteenth year,
Joseph Smith found himself, like many other Americans of his time,
seeking for a true church. His mother, Lucy Mack Smith, was drawn
toward the piety of the revivals of the Second Great Awakening. His
father, Joseph Smith Sr., was more of a rationalist, drawn like his father
toward Universalism and deism. It appears that the young Joseph was
pulled between these polarities. He surely read the Bible and probably
Thomas Paine like his father;2 he attended various revivals at the insis-
tence of his mother. No doubt there were other influences on him. But
his own accounts stress several themes, especially his strong need to
know which church he should associate himself with and his personal
desire to feel accepted by God, both reflective of the Protestant biblical
culture of his youth.

Thus it was that he sought divine guidance in the privacy of a grove
of trees not far from his parents’ house near Palmyra, New York, in the
spring of 1820.3 He wrote later that during his prayer in the “Silent
Grove,” divine beings appeared to him in a vision. They identified them-
selves as God the Father and His Son Jesus Christ. Included in the infor-
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mation communicated to him at that time was that no church on the
earth at that time was approved by God, that their creeds were wrong,
that Joseph was to join none of them, and that he would receive more
information and direction regarding these matters in the future. It was
not until over three years later that this promised further direction came
in the form of another heavenly manifestation, occurring in September
1823. It is with this event that our story begins.

The heavenly messenger who appeared to Joseph Smith in a series of
visions that lasted through the night of 21–22 September and who con-
tinued Joseph Smith’s spiritual education identified himself as Moroni,
the last prophet-historian of a people whose religious history would be
told in abbreviated form in the Book of Mormon. In addition to citing
various biblical passages,4 Moroni instructed Joseph Smith regarding
Joseph’s future role as a translator of a sacred record that lay buried in the
side of a hill not far from the Smith family farm. As instructed, on the
next day, the young man walked several miles south to the hill later
called Cumorah. At a certain spot to which the angel had directed him,
and after removing a large, domed stone, he found in a stone box the
metal plates “having the appearance of gold” and other items.5 However,
he was forbidden from taking possession of the plates at that time.
Returning each year to the same place, he was further instructed until,
on the evening of 22 September 1827, he was allowed to take the plates
into his possession. He had married Emma Hale on 18 January 1827, and
she accompanied him to the hill.

Joseph moved to Harmony, Pennsylvania, in December 1827 to be
closer to Emma’s family. By February 1828, he had translated some mate-
rial, but the work moved more quickly after the arrival of Martin Harris,
a prosperous Palmyra, New York, farmer who would eventually mortgage
his farm to help pay for the printing costs of the first edition of the Book
of Mormon. By June 1828, at least 116 pages of the translation was in
handwritten manuscript form. To satisfy the growing skepticism of a nag-
ging wife, Harris convinced Joseph to let him take the 116 pages to show
his wife the sacredness of their work. But the manuscript was stolen; tra-
dition has it that Lucy Harris burned it.6

This was a devastating loss for Joseph Smith, and it came at the same
time that Emma and Joseph lost their firstborn child. The loss of the ear-
liest translation was a hard lesson, but at least two things came from it.
First, Joseph Smith would be much less trusting of just whom these sacred
things would be shared with, and second, he would insist that the origi-
nal manuscript remain in his possession. Thus, when the time came to
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set the type for the translation, Joseph Smith commissioned the creation
of a second, or printer’s, manuscript by Oliver Cowdery.

Between June 1828 and April 1829, very little translating was done.
Joseph Smith worked on his small farm in Harmony until a school
teacher named Oliver Cowdery heard of his work and journeyed to
Pennsylvania to meet Joseph personally. They became close friends, and
two days after their first meeting, Cowdery began as the scribe for the
translation. When he later claimed that he was the scribe for the whole
project, he was essentially correct.7 During the process of translation,
they also received support, material and otherwise, from their growing
community of friends.8

They worked on translating the plates until the process was finished
by the first of July 1829.9 Their work together, Joseph translating and
Oliver acting as the scribe, created the original manuscript of the Book
of Mormon. The process also had major influences on the religious lives
of both men. As they recorded the material in the book of 3 Nephi where
an account is given of the personal appearance of the resurrected Jesus in
the New World, they wondered about the necessity of giving of authori-
ty to Jesus’s disciples to perform saving ordinances. Their own prayers
regarding this matter resulted in the restoration of the Aaronic
Priesthood under the hands of John the Baptist, who appeared to them
on 15 May 1829. The administrative details regarding the establishing of
the Church during Jesus’s personal ministry also led to the early draft of
section 20 in the Doctrine and Covenants—a pivotal document that
would provide the charter for the Church they would organize on 6 April
1830. Space does not permit a more detailed discussion of these matters,
but it is increasingly clear that the Book of Mormon text was central to
the early Mormon movement in ways beyond just functioning as a mis-
sionary tract.10

The copyright for the Book of Mormon was secured on 11 June 1829
at the office of Richard R. Lansing, the clerk of the Federal Northern
District of the state of New York. The title page, translated from the
plates, was used as part of the application for copyright. From June to
August 1829, two sets of witnesses to the plates had their experiences.
The Three Witnesses, Martin Harris, David Whitmer, and Oliver
Cowdery, signed a statement that they saw an angel who showed them
the plates and testified to the divine nature of the volume. A few days
later, the Eight Witnesses were shown the plates by Joseph Smith. The
written statements of both sets of witnesses have been printed in every
copy of the volume. In the early editions, the statements came at the end
of the volume; today, they are found in the front of the book.11
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The First Edition

The first published text from the Book of Mormon was the Title
Page, which was printed in The Wayne Sentinel of 26 June 1829, an item
probably obtained from the copyright application. This item appeared as
Joseph Smith was trying to find a publisher for his volume. The first per-
son approached was Egbert B. Grandin, a Palmyra, New York, printer. He
told Martin Harris that such a large printing project (it would comprise
over five hundred printed pages) was too risky for his small operation.
Grandin was sure the growing criticism of Joseph Smith and his claims
would lead to a boycott of the volume.12 Next, Thurlow Weed, a pub-
lisher in Rochester, New York, was approached, but he declined twice.
Another printer in Rochester, Elihu F. Marshall, finally agreed to print
the volume, but before signing the contract, Joseph and Martin Harris
again approached Egbert Grandin. Seeing that the volume was going to
be printed, Grandin finally agreed to be the publisher. The contract was
signed 25 August 1829. It called for five thousand copies to be printed at
a cost of $3,000. To satisfy Grandin’s financial worries, Martin Harris
mortgaged his farm, agreeing to pay Grandin $3,000 within eighteen
months.

In July 1829, Oliver Cowdery began to make a copy of the original
manuscript, anticipating it would be the one delivered to the printer. In
the fall, the actual typesetting began. Grandin’s principal typesetter was
John H. Gilbert, and the proofs were printed by J. H. Bortles until
December, after which Grandin hired Thomas McAuley, a journeyman
pressman. Thus, McAuley and Bortles did the balance of the press work
until the work was finished in March 1830. Gilbert remembered that the
volume was “printed [in signatures of] 16 pages at a time, so that one
sheet of paper made two copies of 16 pages each, requiring 2,500 sheets
of paper for each form of 16 pages. There were 37 forms of 16 pages
each.”13 The binding of the volume was done under the direction of
Luther Howard. The binding of such a large number of volumes took
many months, and entries in E. B. Grandin’s journal no doubt reflect the
reality that the binding of the volume continued well into 1831.14

In January 1830, Abner Cole (alias Obadiah Dogberry) began to
print extracts from the Book of Mormon is his Palmyra Reflector (2, 13,
22 January) from sheets he found in Grandin’s printing office where his
own newspaper was also printed. Thus, the first printed extracts were
pirated. This piracy forced Joseph Smith to return to Palmyra from
Harmony to exert his copyright and to stop Cole’s illegal endeavors.15

The Wayne Sentinel advertised the Book of Mormon for sale in its 26
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Title page from an original 1830 edition of the Book of Mormon printed in Palmyra, 
New York. The book was first advertised for sale in the 26 March 1830 issue of 

the Wayne Sentinel. Photograph courtesy of Kenneth M. Wooley, owner.
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March 1830 issue. The selling price in Grandin’s bookstore ranged from
$1.25 to $1.75 per volume. The lower price was no doubt the more real-
istic price. Pomeroy Tucker later remembered that “The book . . .fell dead
before the public. . . . It found no buyers, or but very few.”16 Two weeks
later, on 6 April 1830, the Church was officially organized. Missionaries
were then sent out to preach the message of the Restoration. These early
Mormon missionaries were able to obtain copies of the volume for $1.25,
and they seem to have then tried to sell them for $2.50.17 This was a high
price for the average American to pay for a book, and because it was a
significant amount of the average wage of the period, it is clear that it
was difficult to recoup the costs for printing it. It also helps us understand
why we have so many stories from the earliest years of one copy being
passed around among various families and friends. The need to pay the
printer, of course, weighed heavily on Joseph Smith and his associates.
But the economic realities required Harris to eventually sell his farm to
settle the contract with Grandin.18

This initial work thus produced (1) the original manuscript, (2) the
printer’s manuscript, and (3) loose sheets that had been printed and were
given to a number of visitors to Grandin’s printing office. Individuals
such as Thomas B. Marsh, Solomon Chamberlain, and Warren A.
Cowdery were among those who were given proof sheets to read and
teach from. These circulated proof sheets were also the source for
excerpts that appeared in various newspapers of the time.19

The original manuscript remained in Joseph Smith’s possession once
the volume was printed. In 1841, it was deposited in the cornerstone of
the Nauvoo House, a public hotel then under construction in Nauvoo,
Illinois, where the Mormons had settled. Unfortunately, the cornerstone
was not fully sealed against the damp climate of the Mississippi River
Valley; and forty years later when the box was opened, it was found that
much of the manuscript had been damaged or had disintegrated. Today,
only about 30 percent of the original manuscript is extant.20 The original
manuscript contained no punctuation; it appeared as if it were one long
narrative.21

The printer’s manuscript was not an exact copy of the original man-
uscript. According to one scholar, there were, on average, three changes
per original manuscript page, many attributable to scribal errors, but
there is little or no evidence of conscious editing. Because these errors
were, on the whole, minor, many have remained in the printed editions
of the Book of Mormon. About twenty of them were corrected in the
1981 edition.22 The compositor for the 1830 edition, John Gilbert, added
punctuation, paragraphing, and other printing marks to about one-third
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of the printer’s manuscript. Because these same marks appear on pages of
the original manuscript, it has been suggested that, although the inten-
tion of Joseph Smith was for Cowdery to keep possession of the original
manuscript, it seems that the process of making a copy for the printer as
the typesetting progressed just could not be maintained. Thus, the origi-
nal manuscript was used to set some of the type.

Two additional comments must be made about the first edition. As
recently pointed out by Paul Gutjahr, the physical appearance of the first
edition seems to have been specifically designed to match the Bible edi-
tions issued by the American Bible Society as part of their first General
Supply (1828–31). Specifically, Gutjahr argues:

Smith’s Book of Mormon was bound in such a way that it looked strikingly similar
to these two American Bible Society editions. Roughly the same size, all three vol-
umes were bound in brown leather with twin gold bars impressed on the spine at reg-
ular intervals. The volumes also shared a black label imprinted with gold letters on
the spine bearing the volume’s name. In every respect, Smith made his book look
strikingly like a Bible.23

Surely such physical similarities between the two volumes helped
attract Americans to Mormonism and encouraged early members to
think of themselves as a people of two books. Its King James-style English
also helped connect it to its Protestant readers, many of whom were
already familiar with the Bible. Their similarity in binding surely encour-
aged readers to compare these religious histories of the Old and the New
World. Such comparisons brought the two sacred volumes into one com-
prehensive, covenant world-view. No doubt these were important
aspects in the early attraction of the Book of Mormon.24 This emphasis
continued when the volume was typeset into chapters and verses, with
footnotes and other study helps in later editions to appear as scripture
like the Bible.

Also to be noted are the textual variants between extant copies of
the first edition. Although no two copies are exactly alike, no pattern has
emerged to explain the differences; the best explanation is that as errors
were caught on the printed sheets, they were corrected, but the valuable
paper sheets that were already printed were not discarded.25

Other Editions during Joseph Smith’s Lifetime

The Church was barely three years old when a second edition of the
Book of Mormon was being discussed. In a letter to the Church printer
in Missouri, William W. Phelps, leaders wrote on 25 June 1833, “As soon
as we can get time, we will review the manuscripts of the Book of
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Mormon, after which they will be forwarded to you.”26 It appears the
plans at that point were to issue under one cover the Book of Mormon
and Joseph Smith’s revisions or “new translation” of the New
Testament.27 However, the July 1833 destruction of their Independence,
Missouri, printing shop and the subsequent forced expulsion of the
Mormons from Jackson County required the transfer of the printing
operations to Kirtland, Ohio, where other projects were underway.28

Thus, the printing of a second edition was delayed for several years.
Finally issued by Parley P. Pratt with the financial assistance of John

Goodson in 1837, the Preface to this edition tells of their obtaining the
rights to publish an edition of five thousand copies, although a Kirtland
typesetter recalled the edition being only three thousand copies.29 The
Preface also says that Joseph Smith and Oliver Cowdery carefully com-
pared the 1830 edition with the original manuscripts in preparation for
this edition. At least two thousand changes were written into the print-

Title page from an original second edition of the Book of Mormon printed in Kirtland, 
Ohio, in 1837. It is believed that approximately three thousand copies of this edition 
were printed. Photograph by Alexander L. Baugh, courtesy of Christopher T. Jones 

and R. Jean Addams, owners.
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er’s manuscript of the 1830 Book of Mormon and incorporated into the
1837 edition plus over a thousand more not indicated on the printer’s
manuscript. Most of the changes reflect modifications in grammar and
style; very few are significant textual changes.30 Joseph Smith’s grammat-
ical changes focused mainly on “converting his original upstate New
York dialect to more standard English.”31

A third edition, to be supervised by the First Presidency of the
Church, was authorized in December 1839 by the Nauvoo high council.32

Funding was always an issue, and this edition was mostly the result of the
creative work of Ebenezer Robinson, who finally saw the volume through
the press. In May 1840, Robinson made the first of his two proposals to
Joseph Smith to get his authorization to print the Book of Mormon—if
he and Don Carlos Smith (Joseph Smith’s brother) could raise $200 (and
if Joseph Smith could contribute $200), they would stereotype the vol-
ume and then give the stereotyped plates to Joseph Smith.33 For this they
were given the rights to publish two thousand copies. But when Joseph
Smith was unable to raise his portion of the money, Robinson made his
second proposal—namely, that he and Don Carlos Smith would under-
write all the costs of stereotyping and printing in exchange for the rights
to publish four thousand copies. Joseph Smith gave his consent.34

With this agreement, Robinson went to Cincinnati in June 1840. In
this printing center of the Ohio River Valley, he engaged the firm of
Shepard and Stearns to do the stereotyping.35 Robinson put $100 down
toward the $550 note the job was to cost, and he also arranged to work
for the company on an hourly basis with his wages applied toward the
contract. He also arranged for the binding. All the work was for an edi-
tion of two thousand copies. Other individuals were sent on special fund-
raising missions.36 The Times and Seasons had earlier advertised for loans
and subscriptions to publish the volume. An editorial in the July issue
reported on the work on this edition and anticipated copies by early
September.37 By October 1840, Robinson had his two thousand copies of
the third edition, which was printed in Cincinnati, but its title page gave
Nauvoo as the place of publication.38 It appears that Robinson used the
stereotyped plates to print at least two more impressions, probably justi-
fying these additional copies by his original agreement with Joseph
Smith that allowed him a total of four thousand copies for his efforts.39

There are at least forty-seven places where the 1837 and the 1840
edition differ. Robinson said that he and Joseph Smith, prior to
Robinson’s leaving for Cincinnati, compared a copy of the first (1830)
and the second (1837) editions and that Shepard and Stearns used the
1837 edition in their work.40 Most of the corrections are grammatical,
although there are several major textual changes.41
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One final impression, the fourth, appeared in America before Joseph
Smith’s death in 1844. Issued in 1842 in Nauvoo, Illinois, it was really
just a reprint of the third impression, printed from the same stereotype
plates, with only the title page reset. By this time, Church leaders had
purchased Ebenezer Robinson’s printing establishment in Nauvoo, and it
was now under the direction of Joseph Smith, although Apostles John
Taylor and Wilford Woodruff were actually running the Times and
Seasons printing shop.42 Although there is evidence that Joseph Smith
spent time making corrections to the 1840 edition, none appeared in the
1842 printing.43 The book was available to the public by 20 August
1842.44 The fourth impression does have two items of bibliographical
note: (1) it is the only edition in which Joseph Smith’s name is printed
on the title page without the more common “Jun.” or “Jr.” (his father and
namesake had died in 1840), and (2) this would be the last printing of
the volume by Mormons in America until 1871.45 The third edition set

Title page from an original third edition of the Book of Mormon, first published in 1840.
Published by Ebenezer Robinson and Don Carlos Smith, this edition was the first to be 

printed from stereotyped plates. The first impression (or printing) using those plates was for
two thousand copies printed in Cincinnati, which were available for sale in October 1840. 
Two additional impressions were printed in Nauvoo by the spring of 1841 (five hundred 

copies) and by February 1842 (fifteen hundred copies). Photograph by Alexander L. 
Baugh, courtesy of Christopher T. Jones and R. Jean Addams, owners.



112 Mormon Historical Studies

Title page from an original 1842 edition of the Book of Mormon. This edition (or more
correctly impression or printing) is the fourth and last impression made from the 

Cincinnati stereotype plates (1840) and is the only printing in which Jr. or Jun. is 
dropped from Joseph Smith’s name on the title page. This occurred presumably because 

Joseph Sr. had passed away in September of 1840. The print run was small, which 
suggests why it is rare today. This was the last printing of the Book of Mormon 
during Joseph’s lifetime and it would not be printed again in America for thirty 
years. Photography courtesy Western Illinois University Special Collections.
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the pattern for using stereotyping plates for printing the volume.

European Editions

The first European edition, published in Liverpool, England, in 1841
had its origin in 1839 also. Parley P. Pratt wrote to Joseph Smith from
New York City in November 1839 seeking permission to publish the
Book of Mormon in the eastern United States and in Europe, where he
and fellow Apostles were proceeding to serve missions. Hyrum Smith,
Joseph Smith’s brother, responded in a letter dated 22 December 1839
that the volume was not to be printed in New York but that it was all
right to publish it in Europe.46

Once the Apostles were in England, Brigham Young, Heber C.
Kimball and Parley P. Pratt were designated as the publishing commit-
tee.47 After publishing a new hymnal, they turned their attention to the
Book of Mormon. Copies of the 1837 edition had been brought to
England by the first missionaries, but with the dramatic increase of con-
verts, a new printing was clearly needed by 1840. Brigham Young was
determined to make the volume available to the British Saints. The pro-
ject was approved by the same conference of April 1840 that had
approved the hymnal. Borrowing money from several new converts, par-
ticularly John and Jane Benbow and Thomas Kington, they proceeded
with the task. They decided to print an edition of three thousand copies
with an index. They first sought bids in Manchester and Liverpool, final-
ly deciding on the low bid from John Tompkins and Co. of Liverpool on
7 June 1840, which allowed them to print five thousand copies for 210.
The contracts were signed on 17 June, and Brigham Young expected the
printing of the Book of Mormon to be finished in about twelve weeks.
Brigham agreed to supply the paper for the project as well as make sepa-
rate arrangements for the binding.48

The work progressed slowly. By 23 July, three forms (signatures) were
available for proofing, but the work had not moved much further a
month later. Part of the problem was that Tompkins changed the width
and length of the pages, even though he was simply reprinting the 1837
Kirtland edition. After getting proper approval, the typesetting contin-
ued, but the slowness of the process was reflected in Brigham Young’s
mind in October when he told his fellow Apostles that the volume would
not be ready for another two months. The lengthy job of proofreading
was underway by the middle of October, but it was not until January 1841
that a complete set of galleys was available to Brigham Young and
Willard Richards from which they could compile their index to the vol-
ume.49 Wilford Woodruff reported five hundred copies out of the press
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Title page from an original first edition of the Book of Mormon printed in Liverpool, 
England, in 1841. In June 1840, Brigham Young, Heber C. Kimball, and Parley P. Pratt
contracted with printer John Tompkins of Liverpool to print 5,000 copies, but Tompkins 

ended up delivering only 4,050 copies. The volume is a faithful reprint of the 1837 
Kirtland edition. Photograph by Alexander L. Baugh, courtesy L. Tom Perry Special

Collections, Harold B. Lee Library, Brigham Young University, Provo, Utah.
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and in the bindery on 8 January 1841. The Millennial Star finally
announced to its February 1841 readers that the volume was ready for
sale.50

Although the contract with Tompkins had called for five thousand
copies, he was able to deliver only 4,050. To make up the difference, he
promised to print another edition of 950 at his own expense; but his
company failed, and the additional volumes were never produced. The
volume itself was a faithful reprint of the 1837 Kirtland edition, and even
though two more editions were to appear in Nauvoo, it was from this
Liverpool edition that subsequent Latter-day Saint editions to 1981
descend.51

Heber C. Kimball and Wilford Woodruff were assigned to secure the
English copyright, in Joseph Smith’s name, which they did at Stationer’s
Hall, London, on 8 February 1841.52 At about the same time, Brigham
Young had J. Tompkins print 300 placards advertising the Book of
Mormon.53 Most of March 1841 was spent in packaging and sending off
copies of the first European edition of the Book of Mormon to pay those
who had subscribed or loaned them money for the printing project. In
spite of the need for this British edition, it did not sell very well. The
Millennial Star editorialized in December of 1841 that the “Lord is not
well pleased that his word published among the inhabitants of England
should be so little sought after” by their failing to purchase the volume.54

In June 1844, the counsel was more specific: “We have a very consider-
able stock on hand, the proceeds resulting from the sale of which will be
applied in assisting the poor friends to emigrate, whilst another portion
of the same has been made over to the Temple at Nauvoo, and we feel
very anxious to dispose of them that the receipts may be applied towards
the completion of that great and important work.”55

Between November 1843 and June 1847, the price for the volume
was reduced first to 5s, then to 4s, and finally to 3s.56 The edition was
finally exhausted in December 1848, when another edition was
promised.57

Two additional British editions are worth noting. In 1849, Apostle
Orson Pratt issued the second European edition. In addition to moving
the index to the front of the volume and more accurately relabeling it
“Contents,” he introduced several format changes that were retained for
the next thirty years.58 Five thousand copies were printed, and they were
offered for sale on 15 May 1849.59 It was this edition that George Q.
Cannon used for his translation and publication of the Hawaiian edition
in 1855.60

In Liverpool, England, in 1852, Apostle Franklin D. Richards issued
the third European edition. Although this printing followed Pratt’s 1849
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edition, it did make two important innovations—the numbering of the
paragraphs and the addition of chapter numbers to the headlines.61 This
was a second stereotyped edition, clearly reflective of the increasingly
larger printings needed for a growing church, although Richards had sug-
gested in February 1851 that his intention was to print twenty thousand
to twenty-five thousand copies.62 It was issued in April 1852, but the
exact size of the printing is not known. It would seem to be large and,
with their own bookbinding department, more economical.63 There were
at least nine impressions from the 1852 stereotyped edition, four in Salt
Lake City following the transfer of the plates from Liverpool in about
1870.64

1879 Edition

No doubt Orson Pratt drew on his work with earlier printings as he
prepared the 1879 edition of the Book of Mormon. The Historical
Department of the LDS Church has Pratt’s annotated copy of the 1854
British edition (fourth European impression), which Pratt oversaw and
which edition was produced for and shipped to America for use in
Utah.65 Unfortunately, this “working copy” for the preparation of the
1879 edition was seriously damaged when its margins, which contained
Pratt’s notes for the new edition, were carelessly guillotined when it was
rebound years later.

The 1879 edition, printed in both Liverpool and Salt Lake City from
electrotyped plates, saw major changes in the format of the text.66 The
Millennial Star noted in February 1879 that Orson Pratt had “completed
arrangements with printing and electrotyping establishments in London,
for procuring plates of the proposed new edition of the Book of Mormon,
with references.”67 In April, the Star noted that Pratt had “finished the
important labor of getting our electro plates for a new edition of the Book
of Mormon, with footnote references, prepared by himself,” and had
arrived back in Liverpool on 18 April.68 Finally, in June, the Star
announced:

We are pleased to be able to inform our reader that the publication of the new edi-
tion of the Book of Mormon is now completed. It was printed at this office, from the
electroplates procured in London by Elder Orson Pratt, assisted by Elder Joseph Bull.
The references, which were prepared with great care by Brother Pratt, will be found
a most valuable acquisition. It is by far the most complete edition of the Book of
Mormon ever published, as, besides having references it is divided into verses. The
Press-work of the book, which is well-executed, was done by Elder Walter J. Lewis,
who has been laboring in the printing department of this office for some time.69
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Pratt divided the volume into longer chapters, arranged it into a true
versification system that has been followed in all subsequent editions,
and added footnotes, mostly scriptural references, making this a major
printing milestone. Pratt also added historical dates that gave readers a
clearer sense of chronology, as well as geographical references to the tex-
tual notes. Thus, it was the first printing to tentatively connect locations
both in Middle America and throughout the Western Hemisphere with
specific lands and cities mentioned in the text.70

1920 Edition

The next major edition came in 1920. It was the product of a com-
mittee probably headed by Apostle James E. Talmage who, as Orson Pratt
did earlier, drew somewhat on the printed missionary versions of 1905
and 1911 that had been prepared by German Ellsworth, Southern States
mission president, with the approval of President Joseph F. Smith. On
Christmas Day 1920, an “Official Announcement” from the First
Presidency of the Church appeared in the Deseret News announcing
eleven major improvements in this edition.71 Two days later, a more
detailed statement appeared in the same newspaper under the title “Book
of Mormon in New Dress.”72 This statement fully describes the new edi-
tion:

The new issue of the Book of Mormon . . . will be good news to every one
acquainted with the sacred volume. . . . But in its new dress, which is at once attrac-
tive and durable, it will be especially welcomed by the Latter-day Saints and by
earnest readers and investigators generally.

The editions most commonly current since the first issue, having the present
divisions as to chapters and verses, and with foot-note references, have been print-
ed in small type; and which this tended to reduce the size of the volume, it detract-
ed from ease of reading, Of course there has been published an excellent edition, in
large types, and of large folio, intended primarily for pulpit use; and another some-
what small; but neither of there has had the large distribution of the small-type
duodecimo. In the new issue the text appears in an attractive eight-point type, and
yet, with only slight increase in the size of the page, the pages occupied by the text
number only 522 as compared with 623 in the later preceding editions. The helps
preceding and following the text bring the total number of pages to 576.

This decrease in pages, by which the addition of the helps has been possible
without increasing the thickness of the book, has been effected by the use of dou-
ble-column pages, after the general style of Bible arrangement, minimizing the waste
in the long blank lines at the end of paragraphs. The double-column style possesses
another advantage—that of increased facility in reading; for, as observant readers
know, the eye-strain incurred by following a long line across an ordinary paper, par-
ticularly of small, close-set type, is fatiguing.

The “Brief Analysis” in the forepart of the book will be a boon to one who



118 Mormon Historical Studies

enters upon the reading of the Book of Mormon for the first time, and scarcely less
to experienced students. The importance of “The Words of Mormon” is emphasized
in the “Analysis” as showing the relation of the preceding part of the book to that
following, being in the nature of a summary of the one and a preface to the other.

Under the heading, “Origin of the Book of Mormon,” appears a three-page
account of the bringing forth of the plates and their translation through the gift and
power of God; this being appropriately presented in the recorded language of the
Prophet Joseph Smith.

The chapter headings present in terse yet comprehensive form the principal
contents of the respective chapters, and show at a glance whose words follow. These
headings, in somewhat expanded form, are compiled in the after-part of the volume
as a “Synopsis of Chapters.”

Another helpful feature is the insertion, at the bottom of the page, of the time
at which the events chronicled occurred. Where the exact year of a particular occur-
rence is deducible from the record itself, the year is specified with a reference mark
connecting it with the statement in the text; if only an approximate date is deter-
minable, that fact is made plain by the use of the word “About” before the number
of the year.

The use of Roman numerals has been dispensed with throughout; and the sub-
stitution of ordinary figures will doubtless be regarded as an improvement.

A vocabulary of words that are distinctively of Book of Mormon origin, with
the pronunciation indicated by simple diacritical marks, is a valuable addition. This
will help to bring about a closer approach to uniformity in the pronunciation of
Book of Mormon terms, both proper names and common nouns.

But the greatest help of all is afforded by the comprehensive index, which fills
34 pages. Subjects are indexed and cross-indexed; while striking passages, telling
epigrams, and choice gems of thought, are indicated in a way that readily leads to
their source. An unusual feature of the index is the combination of page and verse
references. Thus, each item is followed by the designation of the page on which the
subject is treated, and of the verse in which the treatment of the subject begins.

The issue already out is printed on one of the better grades of book paper, has
wide margins, and is bound in several styles ranging from full cloth of superior qual-
ity to full leather with rounded corners and gilt edges.73

In summary, the 1920 edition made further changes in format, added
introductory material, double columns, chapter summaries, and new
footnotes that kept the dating notes added by Orson Pratt in 1879, but
removed the geographical references. All editions/printings until 1981
descended from the more reader-friendly 1920 edition. Talmage’s own
marked copy of the “Committee Copy” of the 1911 large- type Chicago
edition of the Book of Mormon is in the L. Tom Perry Special
Collections, Harold B. Lee Library, Brigham Young University.74

1981 Edition

The emergence of increased historical professionalism within
Mormonism in the 1960s, combined with new archival sources and espe-
cially texts relating to Mormon scriptures, increasingly demanded new
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examinations of the Book of Mormon.75 The increasing use of and
emphasis on the Book of Mormon in missionary lessons combined with
a much stronger official emphasis on its use was also important.76 Church
membership reached one million by 1947, and by 2005 the members
numbered over twelve million. Obviously, there is a correlation between
the printing of the Book of Mormon, its increased use in missionary
work, and the tremendous growth of new converts. Following are figures
tracing the printing of copies of the Book of Mormon:77

1830–1981: 27,249,193 (estimated)
1982 1,156,193
1983 974,439
1984 1,212,053
1985 2,017,527
1986 3,178,727
1987 3,319,556
1988 3,966,380
1989 5,325,096
1990 6,558,383
1991 4,701,080
1992 4,953,719
1993 4,511,430
1994 3,791,580
1995 4,958,182
1996 5,289,927
1997–Feb. 2000           16,842,004

These figures show that from 1982 to 1996, some 55,908,803 copies
were printed, over double the number printed during the first 150 years
of the Church’s history. The total number printed from 1830 to 2004 is
115,500,000. It is currently estimated that 5,270,000 copies are distrib-
uted each year.78 Using newer developments in computer technology as
well as developments in the printing industry, the Church made such
large printings possible. There is little doubt that the numbers will only
increase in years to come. Also significant are the increasing numbers
printed in Spanish, an index to the tremendous success Mormon mis-
sionaries have enjoyed in Central and South America.79

It is also apparent that the only edition the majority of Church mem-
bers today have had experience with is the 1981 edition. An important
change was made with the addition of a subtitle in 1982: “Another
Testament of Jesus Christ.”80 Although this addition more clearly reflects
the central message of the volume, it was also a reflection of the Mormon
response to the Evangelical branch of modern Protestant Christianity
that has grown more vocal in its claims that members of The Church of
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints are not Christian.
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The 1981 edition was overseen by a committee headed by members
of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles. They and their staff reworked the
text of the 1920 edition, making major changes. The 1981 edition added
new introductory material, new chapter summaries, and footnotes.
About twenty significant textual errors that had entered the printer’s
manuscript in 1829 were corrected as a result of comparisons with the
original manuscript. Other corrections were made when the printer’s
manuscript and the 1840 Nauvoo edition were carefully compared.81

This new edition of the Book of Mormon appeared as part of the publi-
cation of new editions of all LDS scriptures. This is the edition that
appears (minus the footnotes and other reader helps) in volume five of
the 1992 edition of the Encyclopedia of Mormonism.82 This is also the text
used in the first commercially printed edition supported and approved by
the Church.83

Critical Text Project

Not long after the appearance of the 1981 edition, it became clear
that another edition would be necessary. As the scholarly work of textu-
al criticism continued, the Foundation for Ancient Research and
Mormon Studies (FARMS) issued a preliminary and therefore incom-
plete three-volume critical text edition from 1984–87.84 Robert F. Smith
was the primary preparer of this “Book of Mormon Critical Text.”

Royal Skousen, in reviewing the FARMS edition and suggesting the
need for even more work, was spelling out what promises to become the
best source on the Book of Mormon—his own.85 A professor of
Linguistics and English at Brigham Young University, he has authored
several works that have established his reputation in language studies.86

Although his textual work nears completion, only parts of it have
found their way into print.87 Skousen’s own work began in May 1988. His
main purposes include the following: “(1) to establish the original
English language text of the Book of Mormon, to the extent that it can
be discovered; and (2) to determine the history of the text, in particular,
the changes that the text has undergone, both editorial and acciden-
tal.”88 He has also pointed out the need for a trustworthy critical text to
more accurately pursue statistical work in order to establish authorship
among the various authors and compilers within the volume itself. For
example, wordprint studies to date are flawed because of the lack of a text
that accurately represents the original manuscripts.89 Royal Skousen has
published two volumes and has begun a third of a planned five-volume
series that will present all his textual studies on the Book of Mormon.90

The series will appear under the following titles:
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1. Transcription of Original Text91

2. Transcription of Printer’s Manuscript92

3. The History of the Text of the Book of Mormon
4. Analysis of the Textual Variants of the Book of Mormon93

5. A Complete Electronic Collation of the Book of Mormon

Skousen has suggested that, when all things textual are considered,
there remain about three errors per page in the most recent 1981 edition.
These are grammatical, mostly involving phraseology, tense changes,
spelling, and some punctuation, although he does suggest about a hun-
dred newly discovered changes that involve change in meaning to the
text and thus more serious textual problems for the student of the Book
of Mormon.94

Conclusion

There have been changes of two kinds in the printed editions of the
Book of Mormon: those of format (essentially nontextual) and changes
to the text itself. Scholars who have examined the text have noted vari-
ations in the published editions, most attributable to scribal error, trans-
lator emendations, and just accidental causes. The most recent textual
studies have urged a new edition because a closer look at the original and
printer’s manuscripts and at the editions printed during Joseph Smith’s
lifetime seem to demand it. Such a new critical text will surely do more
to eliminate inconsistencies, clarify meanings, correct various errors,
restore lost words, and in other ways seek to restore the text as closely as
humanly possible to the original intent of the translator. Of course the
slippery nature of language and the larger challenges of faith and the
scholarly study of texts considered sacred will always be issues facing the
textual criticism of religious documents.95 But the textual study of “that
most important of all books”96 is, at last, coming of age.

From its earliest years, the printed volume was foundational for
Joseph Smith’s religious claims that the heavens were again open. The
Book of Mormon has remained the central piece in Smith’s claims to
restore or, in this case, translate under divine guidance, ancient texts.
Joseph Smith himself told a gathering in Nauvoo in 1841, “I told the
brethren that the Book of Mormon was the most correct of any book on
earth, and the keystone of our religion, and that a man would get nearer
to God by abiding by its precepts, that by any other book.”97 Throughout
its printing history by the Church, its leaders have sought to make the
volume available in both an accurate and useful format but with the key
concern being its role in the bettering of the lives of those who read it.
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In our own time, another Church leader has echoed this central concern:
“It is not sufficient that the Book of Mormon be found in our homes; its
principles must be captured in our minds and hearts. Through consistent
reading, prayerful pondering, and conscientious application, its teachings
will become an essential part of the fabric of our lives.”98 For the faithful,
no amount of textual study will substitute for the volume’s own conclud-
ing challenge that has been answered in the lives of the many millions of
people who have joined the Church since 1830.99
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