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WHY DID RIPLAKISH CONSTRUCT A BEAUTIFUL
THRONE?

“And he did erect him an exceedingly beautiful throne.”
Ether10:6

THE KNOW

Riplakish, the tenth Jaredite king, was a vain and wick-
ed ruler who “did erect him an exceedingly beautiful
throne” (Ether 10:6).! While it is difficult to determine
the exact timing, it is safe to say that this story about an
extravagant throne dates to very early on in pre-Colum-
bian America.> LDS archaeologist John E. Clark con-
firms that: “The earliest civilization in Mesoamerica is
known for its elaborate stone thrones.”

Known to scholars as the Olmec (ca. 1700-400 BC),*
the first Mesoamerican civilization began constructing
thrones of stone between 1350-1000 BC.? Such thrones
were usually made out of a single, large, altar-like stone,
ornamentally carved with three-dimensional depictions
of the rulers themselves seated in cave-like openings.®

According to art historian Mary Ellen Miller, some
thrones may have been painted or otherwise adorned
in “brilliant colors”” One such depiction of an elabo-
rate, multi-color throne appears in a wall painting from

the late Middle Preclassic period (ca. 800-500 BC) at
Oxtotitlan, Mexico that strongly resembles an Olmec
throne from the site of La Venta (“Altar 4”).8

The massive stones used to make these thrones and the
Olmec’s colossal stone heads could weigh up to 40 tons,
and were transported from as far as 90 km (about 56
miles).’” “The sheer labor requirements involved in these
operations,” explained Christopher A. Pool, “attest to
the exceptional power of the rulers who commissioned
them”!°

“The altar-throne was an integral part of the apparatus
of Olmec rulers,” declared Richard Adams." Mary E.
Pye explained that the thrones functioned “as mark-
ers in the social and political hierarchy”'*> According
to James Porter, Olmec “thrones played a role in the
careers of Olmec leaders commensurate with their im-

pressive appearance as sculptures.”’?



John E. Clark, writing with Arlene Colman, noted that
construction of massive thrones was one of the ways Ol-
mec kings memorialized themselves (along with colos-
sal stone heads and full-figure statues)."* Olmec thrones
served as “seats of power,” symbolically positioning rul-
ers as seated between the human and divine realms,"
and legitimizing their high-status by establishing conti-
nuity back to founding ancestors.'® They also positioned
“the ruler, both figuratively and contextually, in control
of agricultural fertility,;” where he could control “the ar-
rival of the rains and, by extension, the continued agri-
cultural bounty of the lands.”

THE WHY

To construct an “exceedingly beautiful throne” re-
quired that Riplakish possess sufficient power to har-
ness a massive labor force. Riplakish is depicted as the
second king following a famine which had decimated
the Jaredite kingdom (Ether 9:28-35)."® His father had
begun to rebuild the kingdom (Ether 10:1-4), and by
the time Riplakish took over the kingdom he wielded
considerable power. He burdened the people with bur-
dens “grievous to be borne” and forced them to “labor
continually” (Ether 10:5-6).

In constructing an elaborate throne, Kerry Hull pro-
posed that Riplackish likely intended to establish him-
self as controlling the rains and other elements central
to successful agricultural growth, since he was ruling
so soon after a famine (Ether 9:28-35)." It would also
have made ties back to important or founding ances-
tors, memorialized Riplakish in stone, and depicted
him as seated between the earth and the supernatural
or divine realm. Thus, by erecting a beautiful throne
Riplakish positioned himself as both a political and a
religious leader.

Riplakish’s effort to portray himself as a great leader and
spiritual guide was boldly denounced by the prophet
Ether, who said “Riplakish did not do that which was
right in the sight of the Lord” (Ether 10:5). It did not
fool his people either. After reigning for 42 years, “the
people did rise up in rebellion against” Riplakish, and
he “was killed, and his descendants were driven out of
the land” (Ether 10:8). When this happened, Riplakish’s
throne may have been defaced and mutilated to dele-
gitimize his successors, as was typical when an Olmec
ruler was deposed.?

The book of Ether’s overall portrayal of the construction
of an elegant and elaborate throne very early in ancient
American history is entirely correct, even though, as
John E. Clark put it, “American prejudices against native
tribes in Joseph’s day had no room for kings or their tyr-
annies.””' This led Clark to ask, “How did Joseph Smith
get this detail right?”** However one wishes to answer
that question, the study of early pre-Columbian thrones
sheds considerable light on the story of Riplakish.
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