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Notes on Book of Mormon Heads

Stephen O. Smoot
Abstract: This paper looks at the two types of heads used in the Book
of Mormon. It argues against a recent theory that these heads served as
mnemonic cues that enabled Joseph Smith to extemporaneously compose
and dictate the text. Instead, it argues that the function and form of heads
in the Book of Mormon finds ancient precedent in Egyptian literary culture
and scribal practice. A brief addendum on the ancient precedent for the
chapter breaks in the original text of the Book of Mormon is also provided.

T

here are two types of heads that are used in the Book of Mormon.1
The first are what Brant A. Gardner calls “synoptic headers”2 and
what I call subtitles that occur at the beginning of eight out of the fifteen
books in the Book of Mormon. These subtitles follow the main title
of each book and provide a summary of that book’s content. They are
reproduced in the table beginning on the next page, following Royal
Skousen’s critical edition of the text.3
Of the eight subtitles, the lengthiest is found after the title of
1 Nephi (166 English words), followed by Helaman (106 words), then
Alma (68 words), 3 Nephi (48 words), Jacob (31 words), 2 Nephi (28
words), and finally 4 Nephi (11 words). There is no discernible pattern
in the length of the subtitles in Nephi’s small plates (1 Nephi–Omni),
Mormon’s abridgement of the large plates of Nephi (Mosiah–Mormon),
or Moroni’s additions to his father’s abridgement (Ether–Moroni). There
does, however, appear to be a pattern in the consistency of these subtitles
appearing on Mormon’s abridged books in the large plates. Mormon did
not include a subtitle on his own book but did include one on each of
his abridged books.4 One possible way to account for this is that since he
was working with preexisting material, it was possible for Mormon to
summarize the abridged content and give these books a subtitle.5 When
he set out to write his own book, though, there were no preexisting
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records from which to draw, so Mormon may not have planned his own
book out far enough in advance to provide a subtitle.
Book Title

Subtitle

The Book of Nephi,
His Reign and
Ministry [1 Nephi]

An account of Lehi and his wife Sariah and his four
sons, being called, beginning at the eldest, Laman,
Lemuel, Sam, and Nephi. The Lord warns Lehi to depart
out of the land of Jerusalem because he prophesieth
unto the people concerning their iniquity and they
seek to destroy his life. He taketh three days’ journey
into the wilderness with his family. Nephi taketh his
brethren and returns to the land of Jerusalem after
the record of the Jews. The account of their sufferings.
They take the daughters of Ishmael to wife. They take
their families and depart into the wilderness. Their
sufferings and afflictions in the wilderness. The course
of their travels. They come to the large waters. Nephi’s
brethren rebelleth against him. He confoundeth them
and buildeth a ship. They call the name of the place
Bountiful. They cross the large waters into the promised
land etc. This is according to the account of Nephi, or in
other words, I Nephi wrote this record.

The Book of Nephi [2
Nephi]

An account of the death of Lehi. Nephi’s brethren
rebelleth against him. The Lord warns Nephi to
depart into the wilderness etc. His journeyings in the
wilderness etc.

The Book of Jacob the The words of his preaching unto his brethren. He
brother of Nephi
confoundeth a man who seeketh to overthrow the
doctrine of Christ. A few words concerning the history
of the people of Nephi.
The Book of Enos

N/A

The Book of Jarom

N/A

The Book of Omni

N/A

The Words of
Mormon

N/A

The Book of Mosiah6

N/A

The Book of Alma
the son of Alma

The account of Alma, who was the son of Alma, the
first and chief judge over the people of Nephi, and also
the high priest over the church. An account of the reign
of the judges and the wars and contentions among
the people. And also an account of a war between the
Nephites and the Lamanites according to the record of
Alma, the first and chief judge.
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Book Title

Subtitle

The Book of Helaman An account of the Nephites, their wars and contentions
and their dissensions, and also the prophecies of
many holy prophets before the coming of Christ,
according to the record of Helaman, which was the
son of Helaman, and also according to the records of
his sons, even down to the coming of Christ. And also
many of the Lamanites are converted; an account of
their conversion. An account of the righteousness of
the Lamanites and the wickedness and abominations of
the Nephites, according to the record of Helaman and
his sons, even down to the coming of Christ, which is
called the book of Helaman etc.
The Book of Nephi
the son of Nephi,
which was the son of
Helaman [3 Nephi]

And Helaman was the son of Helaman, which was
the son of Alma, which was the son of Alma, being a
descendant of Nephi, which was the son of Lehi, which
came out of Jerusalem in the first year of the reign of
Zedekiah the king of Judah.

The Book of Nephi,
which is the son of
Nephi, one of the
disciples of Jesus
Christ

An account of the people of Nephi according to his
record.

The Book of Mormon N/A
The Book of Ether7

N/A

The Book of Moroni

N/A

The second category of heads are what Gardner calls “a synoptic
header for a chapter [within the books of the Book of Mormon]”8 and
what I called markers of embedded content that delineate embedded
material (sermons, prophecies, instructions, epistles, and narratives)
within individual books of the Book of Mormon. These markers are
brief, none of them any longer than sixty English words (the longest
appearing at Helaman 7 at 53 words).9
Current Chapters

1830 Chapters

Embedded Content Markers

2 Nephi 6–10

2 Nephi V–VII

The words of Jacob the brother of
Nephi which he spake unto the
people of Nephi:

Jacob 2–3

Jacob II

The words which Jacob the brother
of Nephi spake unto the people of
Nephi after the death of Nephi:
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Current Chapters

1830 Chapters

Embedded Content Markers

Mosiah 9:1–21:27

Mosiah VI–IX

The Record of Zeniff. An account of
his people from the time they left the
land of Zarahemla until the time that
they were delivered out of the hands
of the Lamanites.

Mosiah 23–24

Mosiah XI

An account of Alma and the people
of the Lord, which was driven into
the wilderness by the people of king
Noah.

Alma 5–6

Alma III–XI

The words which Alma, the high
priest according to the holy order of
God, delivered to the people in their
cities and villages throughout the
land.

Alma 7

Alma V

The words of Alma which he
delivered to the people in Gideon,
according to his own record.

Alma 9–14

Alma VII–X

The words of Alma and also the
words of Amulek which was declared
unto the people which was in the
land of Ammonihah. And also they
are cast into prison and delivered by
the miraculous power of God which
was in them, according to the record
of Alma.

Alma 17–27

Alma XII–XV

An account of the sons of Mosiah,
which rejected their rights to the
kingdom for the word of God and
went up to the land of Nephi to
preach to the Lamanites. Their
sufferings and deliverance according
to the record of Alma.

Alma 21:1–17

Alma XIII

An account of the preaching of
Aaron and Muloki and their brethren
to the Lamanites.

Alma 36–37

Alma XVII

The commandments of Alma to his
son Helaman.

Alma 38

Alma XVIII

The commandments of Alma to his
son Shiblon.

Alma 39–42

Alma XIX

The commandments of Alma to his
son Corianton.
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Current Chapters

1830 Chapters

Embedded Content Markers

Alma 45–62

Alma XXI–XXIX

The account of the people of Nephi
and their wars and dissensions in the
days of Helaman, according to the
record of Helaman, which he kept in
his days.

Helaman 7–16

Helaman III–V

The Prophecy of Nephi the son
of Helaman. God threatens the
people of Nephi that he will visit
them in his anger to their utter
destruction except they repent of
their wickedness. God smiteth the
people of Nephi with pestilence; they
repent and turn unto him. Samuel,
a Lamanite, prophesies unto the
Nephites.

Helaman 13–15

Helaman V

The prophecy of Samuel the
Lamanite to the Nephites.

3 Nephi 11–28

3 Nephi V–XIII

Jesus Christ sheweth himself unto
the people of Nephi as the multitude
were gathered together in the land
Bountiful and did minister unto
them. And on this wise did he shew
himself unto them.

Moroni 8

Moroni VIII

An epistle of my father Mormon, written
to me Moroni; and it was written unto
me soon after my calling to the ministry.
And on this wise did he write to me,
saying:

Moroni 9

Moroni IX

The second epistle of Mormon to his
son Moroni.

Of the content that falls under these markers, the material at
Mosiah 9:1–21:27, Alma 5–16, Alma 7, Alma 9–14, Alma 17–27,
Alma 45–62, and Moroni 8–9 is presented explicitly as embedded content
(“according to his own record,” “according to the record of Alma,” “the
second epistle of Mormon,” etc.). Here we do discern some kind of
emerging pattern, albeit one that is not universally applied throughout
Mormon’s abridgement (e.g. the failure to include comparable markers
of embedded content at Alma 54:4–14 and 15–23; Alma 56–58; Alma 60;
Alma 61).10
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What is the best way to understand the heads in the Book of
Mormon? Gardner, as noted above, has recently provided an excellent
discussion of how the heads function in structuring the text. Others have
recently sought to identify external influences on these heads and how
they affect the structure of the text of the Book of Mormon. According to
William L. Davis in his recent book, they should be understood as framing
devices or outlines used by Joseph Smith in his oral performance of the
Book of Mormon.11 They are, he maintains, essentially the product of
nineteenth century sermon culture to which Joseph Smith was exposed
and in which he participated.12 I do not intend at this time to critically
evaluate the entirety of Davis’ argument.13 I do wish to propose, however,
that ancient parallels can be cited for the heads in the Book of Mormon
which are consistent with the book’s claims that its authors had training
in the Egyptian language (1 Nephi 1:2; Mosiah 1:4; Mormon 9:32).14

The Egyptian Narrative Infinitive
Ancient Egyptian features a grammatical construction known commonly
as the narrative infinitive. Basically, the narrative infinitive demarcates
progress in a narrative by utilizing a verbal infinitive to express the
action. As explained by James Allen, “Some Middle Egyptian stories
use the infinitive instead of a normal finite verb form within the body
of a narration … . This is a stylistic device adopted from travel diaries,
where the infinitive is used as the heading of each day’s events …. It
is used to give the flavor of a travel diary to the narrative. Most often
it occurs after major breaks in the narrative at places where a modern
novel might begin a new section or chapter.”15 Or, as Daniel Selden
puts it, “In historical narratives Middle Egyptian scribes often used the
infinitive … to move the story ahead. The style seems to imitate or to
insert actual journal entries made on military campaign [sic] into the
narratives that the scribes composed afterward for commemorative
purposes.”16 Ariel Shisha- Halevy, writing in 2007, succinctly notes that
“[t]he narrative infinitive, a construction as important in Egyptian as it
is in Semitic,” serves to anchor the “narrative structure and texture” by
marking “an initial episode boundary in narrative.”17
The textbook example of the narrative infinitive in action comes
from the story of Sinuhe: “Sinuhe’s flight from Egypt is presented in
journal form … with each major stage marked by an initial narrative
infinitive.”18 These narrative infinitives act as a head to the episodes that
feature them (emphasis added):
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My making off upstream. [irt.i Smt m xntyt] I did not intend to
arrive at that residence, having anticipated that unrest would
develop, and I did not think to live after him. I traversed
Two-Maats Canal in the area of Sycamore, landed at Snefru’s
Island, and spent the day on the edge of the cultivation.19
My giving a path to my feet downstream. [rdit.i wAt n rdwy.i
m xd] I touched the Ruler’s Walls, made to bar the Asiatics.
I took up my crouch in a bush, in fear that the watchmen on
duty on the enclosure might see.20
My making off at the time of dusk. [ir(t).i Smt tr n xAw(i)] At
dawn I reached Peten, and landed at an island of the Great
Black. Thirst fell and surprised me, so that I was seared, my
throat dusty. I said, “This is the taste of death.”21
My lifting up my mind and collecting my limbs. [Tzt.i ib.i
sAq.i Haw.i] I heard the sound of a herd’s lowing, and spotted
Asiatics. Their pathfinder recognized me, who had once been
in Blackland, Then he gave me water and cooked milk for me.
I went with him to his tribesmen. What they did was good.22
Later in the story, after he has been rescued by the Asiatic king Ammunanši,
Sinuhe faces off with an Asiatic strongman in a lengthy narrative episode that
is reminiscent of the biblical story of David and Goliath (or, for that matter, the
showdown between Shiz and Coriantumr in the book of Ether). The episode
is, once again, demarcated with a narrative infinitive:
Coming of a strongman of Retjenu, challenging me in my
tent. [iwt nxt n Tnw mTA.f wi m imAm.i] He was a champion
without peer, for he had subdued it entirely. He said he would
fight with me, he anticipated that he would rob me … 23
Sinuhe is not the only Middle Egyptian narrative composition to
feature the infinitive in a narrative head. The opening episode of the
story of the shipwrecked sailor also uses the infinitive form of the verb
Dd (“to speak”) to begin the account:
Recitation by an able follower. [Dd in Smsw iqr] Be informed,
high official: look, we have reached home. The mallet has been
taken, the mooring-post has been hit, and the prow-rope is set
on land. Praise has been given, and thanks, and every man is
embracing the other. Our crew has returned safe, with no loss
of our expedition. We have reached Wawat’s wake, we have
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gone by Bigga. So, look, we have returned in peace; our land,
we have reached it.24
That this use of the infinitive constitutes what could properly be
called a head, heading, or caption cannot be doubted. Gardiner, in
his authoritative grammar, straightforwardly notes that this form of
the infinitive occurs “absolutely in headings to scenes, titles to parts of
books and the like.” As he explains, “the infinitive is used in narrative to
announce incidents of outstanding importance.”25
The two main differences between Egyptian narrative heads and
Book of Mormon heads are (1) the length and (2) the sentence structures.
Egyptian narrative captions are typically very brief, usually only a few
words. Book of Mormon heads, on the other hand, can run as long as 168
words (in English) as in the case of 1 Nephi. The markers of embedded
content in the Book of Mormon, on the other hand, are overall rather
brief (in some cases less than ten English words).
In terms of sentence structure, Book of Mormon subtitles and
markers of embedded content do not, strictly speaking, employ infinitive
verbs (English gerunds). Rather, they tend to start as a nonverbal
nominal sentence (“an account of …,” “the words of …,” “the prophecy
of …,” etc.) before transitioning into more complex sentences involving
various verbal types and clauses. This, however, is less problematic for
the markers of embedded content, as we’ll explore below.

Titles for Utterances of the Book of the Dead
As Burkhard Backes explained in his 2009 study, “It is commonly known
that besides the titles of the particular utterances, a longer collective title
can introduce a Book of the Dead manuscript.”26 This Gesamttitel to the
Book of the Dead, as Backes calls it, can vary in length and does not
appear uniformly in Book of the Dead manuscripts.27 The “standard”
version of the title — although so far only attested in two New Kingdom
manuscripts (the Books of the Dead belonging to Hunefer and Ani)28 —
is rather lengthy, coming in at about 24–27 Egyptian words depending
on how you count compound nouns and prepositions and 40–50 English
words depending on the translation:
HAt-a m rw nw prit m hrw sTsw sAxw pri(t) hAyt m Xr-nTr Axt
m imnt nfrt Ddt hrw n qrs aq m-xt prit
Beginning of the utterances of coming forth in daytime;
the praises and recitations; going and coming forth in the
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necropolis; that which is useful in the beautiful West. What is
to be spoken on the day of burial; entering after going forth.29
Here begin the spells of going out into the day, to praises
and recitations for going to and fro in the realm of the dead,
which are beneficial in the beautiful West, and which are to be
spoken on the day of burial and of going in after coming out.30
Additional lengthy titles for individual utterances of the Book of the
Dead can likewise be cited (e.g. BD 17, 130, 141, 148, 180).31 BD 180, for
example, begins:
r n prit m hrw dwA Ra r imnt rdit Hknw n imiw dwAt wn wAt
n Ax iqr imi Xr-nTr rdit n.f Smiwt.f swsx nmwt.f aq prit m
Xr-nTr irit xprw m bA anx
Utterance of coming forth in daytime; to commend Re to the
West; to give praises to the inhabitants of the Duat; to open a
path for the noble spirit who dwells in the necropolis, giving
him his movements and extending wide his steps; for going in
and out of the necropolis; for transforming shape as a living
Ba.32
As with the narrative infinitive in historical-literary prose, these
titles from the Book of the Dead employ the infinitive (prit, hAyt, rdit,
irit, etc.) to express the purpose of the text.
Although the text post-dates the departure of Lehi by several centuries,
a look at the full title of the Book of Breathings reveals that the idea of
providing a lengthy title to the text survived into the Ptolemaic period:
HAt-a m Sayt m snsn ir.n Ist n sn.s Wsir iw sanx bA.f r sanx
XAt.f r srnp Hawt.f nbt m wHmy r Xmny.f Axt Hna it.f Ra r
sxa bA.f m pt m itn n iaH r psd XAt.f m sAH m Xt n Nwt r rdit
xpr mitt NN n Wsir
Beginning of the Document of Breathing which Isis made for
her brother Osiris so that his soul may be caused to live; to
cause his body to live; to rejuvenate all his limbs again so that
he might join the horizon with his father Re; to cause his soul
to appear in heaven as the disk of the moon; to make his body
shine as Orion in the body of Nut; to cause the same thing to
happen to the Osiris NN.33
Like its forerunner (the Book of the Dead), the title in the Book of
Breathings uses the infinitive to describe the text’s purpose.34 As seen
from these examples, “Sometimes a particular text will have, as part of its
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title, the specific purpose for which the text was written. These purposes
also provide something of the Sitz im Leben of the work. The purposes
can be quite elaborate, sometimes reminding one of Victorian English
titles.”35 This is not to suggest that Nephi or other ancient Israelites with
scribal training were instructed in the composition and transmission of
Egyptian funerary texts, only that broadly speaking the idea of using
elaborate heads as titles for literary works is attested in Egyptian literary
culture both before and after Nephi’s day.36

Embedded Documents in Egyptian
Historical and Narrative Texts
Like the Book of Mormon, ancient Egyptian narrative and historical
texts sometimes embed documents such as epistles. When so doing, they
sometimes, like the Book of Mormon, demarcate this content with clear
heads. The examples from Sinuhe, once again, are illustrative. In the
account, a royal decree from pharaoh Senwosret I is quoted in extenso
with the following head (emphasis added):
Copy of the decree brought to your servant, about fetching him
to Egypt. Horus Living One of Birth, Two Ladies Living One
of Birth, Dual King Kheperkare, Sun’s Son Amenemhat, alive
forever continually: king’s decree to follower Sinuhe.37
After quoting the embedded decree, Sinuhe’s response is also
embedded in full with a comparable head:
Copy of the response to this decree. Palace-servant Sinuhe, who
says: In very good peace!38
Historical inscriptions, such as the Second Kamose Stela, also quote
embedded documents. The Second Kamose Stela quotes an epistle but
(as with the epistle of Moroni to Ammoron [Alma 54:4–14] or Helaman
to Moroni [Alma 56–58]) does not provide a head comparable to what is
offered in Sinuhe. Rather, it merely introduces the embedded text thus:
For it was on the upland way of the oasis that I captured his
[i.e. the Hyksos king Apophis’] messenger going south to Kush
with a written letter. I found on it saying in writing [gm.n.i
Hr.s m Dd m sS]: [commencement of embedded letter]39

Titles of Wisdom Texts
Worth noting here too are the intriguing parallels between the heads in
ancient Egyptian wisdom or instructional texts and the heads marking
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Alma’s wisdom instructions (“commandments”) to his sons Helaman
(Alma 36–37), Shiblon (Alma 38), and Corianton (Alma 39–42):
•
•
•

“The commandments of Alma to his son Helaman.”
“The commandments of Alma to his son Shiblon.”
“The commandments of Alma to his son Corianton.”

These short, terse heads in the Book of Mormon follow, essentially,
the typical formula employed in Egyptian wisdom texts, as can be seen
in the following examples:
The beginning of the instruction which the hereditary prince and
count, the king’s son Hardedef made for his son whom he raised
up, named Auibre. He says: [commencement of instructions]40
Beginning of the phrases of good speech said by member of
the elite, high official, god’s father, god’s beloved, king’s son,
eldest of his body, city-overseer and vizier Ptahhotep, in
teaching the ignorant to learn according to the standard of
good speech, as what is useful for him who will listen, as what
is distressful for him who will overstep it. So, he said to his
son: [commencement of instructions]41
Beginning of the teaching made by His Majesty the King of Upper
and Lower Egypt, Sehetep-ib-Re, the Son of Re, Amenemhat,
true of voice. He speaks to reveal truth to his son, the Lord of All
[Senwosret I]. He says: [commencement of instructions]42
Beginning of the teaching made by a man from Sile (Dua-Khety
is his name) for his son (Pepi is his name) … . And it came to
pass that he said to him: [commencement of instructions]43
Beginning of the teaching that he [Sehetep-ib-Re] made to his
children: [commencement of instructions]44
The beginning of the instruction which a man made for his
son, as he says: [commencement of instructions]45
The beginning of the teaching instruction, the utterances for
the way of life, which the scribe Amunnakhte made (for) his
apprentice Hor-Min. He says: [commencement of instructions]46
The typical formula for the heads of Egyptian wisdom texts is: (1) to
denominate the sayings as “instructions, teachings” (sbAyt) or in the case
of Ptahhotep “good words/speech” (mdt nfrt), (2) to identify the giver of
the instructions (typically the father), and then (3) identify the recipient
(typically a son).47 The heads to Alma’s instructions to his sons follow
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this formula. That Alma’s “commandments” to his sons can be properly
considered wisdom teachings or instructions in the classical Egyptian
(and Israelite) sense is justifiable by the fact that Alma instructs his sons in
theological as well as moral matters, both of which feature prominently in
ancient wisdom texts.48 This is, I contend, a much better way to understand
the heads to these portions of embedded text than the explanation offered
by Davis, who sees them as simple “mnemonic cues” that granted Joseph
Smith the ability to conjure 7,811 words extemporaneously.49

Book of Mormon Heads Reconsidered
As mentioned above, the Egyptian narrative infinitive is not an exact
parallel to the types of heads in the Book of Mormon. It is, however,
conceptually and functionally close enough to merit our attention and
consideration. The parallels between the Book of Mormon’s markers of
embedded content and the Egyptian textual apparatuses mentioned above
are especially noteworthy. Readers can decide for themselves whether
they find Davis’ argument persuasive that Joseph Smith could have
“extrapolate[d] lengthy narratives from very short outlines and extremely
brief cues.”50 What they should keep in mind as they do evaluate his claim
is that there are ways to account for the structure of the Book of Mormon
that are consistent with its claim to being an ancient text.

Addendum: Chapters and Other Textual Divisions
Although not directly relevant to the discussion of heads in the Book of
Mormon, I would be remiss if I did not take this opportunity to make one
final tangential note. Ancient Egyptian texts sometimes used internal
markers to signal content division within a text. This includes the use of
numbered “chapters” (Hwt) — so designated in Egyptological literature
— as seen in the New Kingdom hymns to Amun preserved on P. Leiden
I 350 and the Instructions of Amenemope preserved on P. BM 10474.51 In
addition, divisions between different texts copied on the same papyrus
roll were sometimes marked with the use of the HAt-a m (“beginning
of … ”) formula, as seen in the Bremner-Rhind Papyrus to differentiate
between the Songs of Isis and Nephthys and the Book of Overthrowing
Apep.52 As it happens, the latter is “split up into a number of subsections,
each of which is prefaced” with the subtitle Sayt nt … (“the book of …
”).53 We thus encounter within the Book of Overthrowing Apep:54
•
•
•

“The first book of felling ‘Apep the foe of Re” (23/16–17)55
“The book of felling the foe of Re daily” (26/7)
“The book of repelling of ‘Apep the great enemy which is

Smoot, Notes on Book of Mormon Heads • 275

•
•
•
•
•

done at morning-tide” (26/11–12)
“The book of knowing the creations of Re and felling
‘Apep” (26/21).
Another version of the “book of knowing the creations of
Re and felling ‘Apep” with the same title (28/20)
“The stanza of conjuring their names” (29/16)
“The book of felling ‘Apep” (32/3)
“Another book of felling ‘Apep” (32/6)56

How is this relevant to the Book of Mormon? “The evidence we have
from the dictation of the Book of Mormon underscores that chapters
were original to the plates — both for the small and large plates. Royal
Skousen’s examination of the original manuscript suggests that, just
as with breaks between books, there was something Joseph saw as he
translated that caused him to indicate to his scribe that there would be
a break, later marked as a chapter.”57 Skousen suggests this may have
been “a symbol of some kind” or “more likely … the last words of the
section were followed by blankness. Recognizing that the section was
ending, Joseph Smith then told the scribe to write the word chapter,
with the understanding that the appropriate number would be added
later.”58 Whatever the case, there is, as we’ve seen above, precedent in
ancient Egyptian scribal practice for structing textual content into both
chapters and subsections. There is, incidentally, also ancient precedent
for Skousen’s suggestion that Joseph was alerted to textual divisions by
vacat space on the plates.59
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