
SCRIPTURE CENTRAL
https://scripturecentral.org/ 

Joseph Smith’s Education and Intellect as Described 
in Documentary Sources 

Author(s): Brian C. Hales 
Source: Interpreter: A Journal of Latter-day Saint Faith and Scholarship, 

Volume 59 (2023)  
Published by: The Interpreter Foundation
Page(s): 1–32

Abstract: Although Joseph Smith has been credited with “approximately seven full 
school years” of district schooling, further research supports that his education consisted 
of basic instruction in “reading, writing and the ground rules of arithmetic” comprising 
“less than two years of formal schooling.” The actual number of terms he experienced in 
common schools in upstate New York is probably less critical since the curricula in 
district schools did not then teach creative writing, composition, or extemporaneous 
speaking. If Joseph Smith learned how to compose and dictate a book, extracurricular 
activities would likely have been the training source. Six of those can be identified: (1) 
private Bible studies, (2) Hyrum Smith’s possible tutoring in 1813, (3) participation in 
local religious activities, (4) involvement with the local juvenile debate club, (5) 
occasional family storytelling gatherings, and (6) brief participation as an exhorter at 
Methodist meetings. Three of his teachers in Kirtland in 1834–1836 recalled his 
impressive learning ability, but none described him as an accomplished scholar. A review 
of all available documentation shows that no acquaintance at that time or later called 
him highly educated or as capable of authoring the Book of Mormon. Despite its current 
popularity, the theory that Joseph Smith possessed the skills needed to create the Book 
of Mormon in 1829 is contradicted by dozens of eyewitness accounts and supported only 
by minimal historical data.

The Interpreter Foundation is collaborating with Scripture Central to 
preserve and extend access to scholarly research on the Book of Mormon 
and other Restoration scripture. Archived by the permission of the 
Interpreter Foundation.
https://interpreterfoundation.org/  

Type: Journal Article

https://scripturecentral.org/
https://interpreterfoundation.org/


INTERPRETER
A Journal of Latter-day Saint 

Faith and Scholarship

§

Offprint Series

Joseph Smith’s Education and Intellect as 
Described in Documentary Sources

Brian C. Hales

Volume 59 · 2023 · Pages 1 - 32



© 2023 The Interpreter Foundation. A 501(c)(3) nonprofit organization.

This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs 4.0 
International License. To view a copy of this license, visit 
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/ or send a letter to Creative Commons, 444 
Castro Street, Suite 900, Mountain View, California, 94041, USA.

ISSN 2372-1227 (print) 
ISSN 2372-126X (online)

The goal of The Interpreter Foundation is to increase understanding of scripture through careful 
scholarly investigation and analysis of the insights provided by a wide range of ancillary disciplines, 
including language, history, archaeology, literature, culture, ethnohistory, art, geography, law, politics, 
philosophy, etc. Interpreter will also publish articles advocating the authenticity and historicity of 
LDS scripture and the Restoration, along with scholarly responses to critics of the LDS faith. We 
hope to illuminate, by study and faith, the eternal spiritual message of the scriptures—that Jesus is 
the Christ.

Although the Board fully supports the goals and teachings of the Church, The Interpreter Foundation 
is an independent entity and is neither owned, controlled by nor affiliated with The Church of Jesus 
Christ of Latter-day Saints, or with Brigham Young University. All research and opinions provided 
are the sole responsibility of their respective authors, and should not be interpreted as the opinions 
of the Board, nor as official statements of LDS doctrine, belief or practice.

This journal is a weekly publication of the Interpreter Foundation, a non-profit organization 
located at InterpreterFoundation.org. You can find other articles published in our journal at 
Journal.InterpreterFoundation.org. 



Joseph Smith’s Education and Intellect 
as Described in Documentary Sources

Brian C. Hales

Abstract: Although Joseph Smith has been credited with “approximately 
seven full school years” of district schooling, further research supports that his 
education consisted of basic instruction in “reading, writing and the ground 
rules of arithmetic” comprising “less than two years of formal schooling.” 
The actual number of terms he experienced in common schools in upstate 
New York is probably less critical since the curricula in district schools did 
not then teach creative writing, composition, or extemporaneous speaking. 
If Joseph Smith learned how to compose and dictate a book, extracurricular 
activities would likely have been the training source. Six of those can be 
identified: (1) private Bible studies, (2) Hyrum Smith’s possible tutoring in 
1813, (3) participation in local religious activities, (4) involvement with the 
local juvenile debate club, (5) occasional family storytelling gatherings, and 
(6) brief participation as an exhorter at Methodist meetings. Three of his 
teachers in Kirtland in 1834–1836 recalled his impressive learning ability, 
but none described him as an accomplished scholar. A review of all available 
documentation shows that no acquaintance at that time or later called him 
highly educated or as capable of authoring the Book of Mormon. Despite 
its current popularity, the theory that Joseph Smith possessed the skills 
needed to create the Book of Mormon in 1829 is contradicted by dozens of 
eyewitness accounts and supported only by minimal historical data.

As a controversial personality of the early nineteenth century, 
Joseph Smith Jr. has been called a prophet, treasure seeker, translator, 

city organizer, prisoner, freemason, banker, lieutenant general, religious 
genius, polygamist, martyr, and author. This last title has generated 
controversy because Joseph Smith reported he was not the author of the 
Book of Mormon, instead declaring its words came to him by “the gift 
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and power of God.”1 Critics reject this claim, asserting that naturalistic 
explanations can answer the question, “Where did all the words come 
from?” For example, Richard S. Van Wagoner refers to “secondary 
literature of some 6,000-plus titles” that scrutinize the Book of Mormon 
and Joseph Smith’s “empirical claims.” Then Van Wagoner confidently 
asserts: “The main conclusion of this particular growing body of work is 
that there is no element in the Book of Mormon that cannot be explained 
naturalistically.”2

John L. Sorensen summarizes some overall concerns: “The question 
of the origin of the Book of Mormon is not a trivial one for scholars. 
Hundreds of both popular and scholarly publications have appeared 
related to this question, and they continue to be issued. However, only 
a few theories about how the book came into being have been taken 
seriously by conventional scholars.”3 Although skeptics may have mixed 
and matched their hypotheses at times, six primary naturalistic theories 
have been, and still are, promoted:4

1.	 Solomon Spalding wrote the original manuscript of the 
Book of Mormon.

2.	 Collaborators helped Joseph Smith create the text.
3.	 Joseph Smith’s mental illness enhanced his writing ability.

	 1.	 Dean C. Jessee, Mark Ashhurst-McGee, and Richard L. Jensen, eds., The Joseph 
Smith Papers: Journals, vol. 1, 1832–1839 (Salt Lake City: Church Historian’s Press, 
2008), 88; Times and Seasons 5 (March 1, 1842): 707; Joseph Smith, “History, 1838–
1856, volume A-1 [23 December 1805–30 August 1834],” 261, The Joseph Smith Papers, 
https://www.josephsmithpapers.org/paper-summary/history-1838-1856- volume-a-
1-23-december-1805-30-august-1834/267; Oliver Cowdery, “Letter  I, to W. W. Phelps, 
Esq.,” September 7, 1834, Messenger and Advocate 1, no. 1 (October 1834): 14, 15.
	 2.	 Richard S. Van Wagoner, Natural Born Seer: Joseph Smith, American 
Prophet, 1805–1830 (Salt Lake City: Smith-Petit Foundation, 2016), 383–84.
	 3.	 John L. Sorensen, Mormon’s Codex: An Ancient American Book (Provo and 
Salt Lake City, UT: Neal A. Maxwell Institute and Deseret Book, 2013), 6.
	 4.	 See Brian C. Hales, “Naturalistic Explanations of the Origin of the Book 
of Mormon” BYU Studies Quarterly 58, no. 3 (2019): 105–48; Louis C. Midgley, 
“Who Really Wrote the Book of Mormon? The Critics and Their Theories,” in 
Book of Mormon Authorship Revisited: The Evidence for Ancient Origins, ed. Noel 
B. Reynolds (Provo, UT: Foundation for Ancient Research and Mormon Studies, 
1997),  101–39; Daniel C. Peterson, “Editor’s Introduction: ‘In the Hope That 
Something Will Stick’: Changing Explanations for the Book of Mormon,” FARMS 
Review 16, no. 2 (2004): xi-xxxv; Terryl L. Givens, By the Hand of Mormon: The 
American Scripture that Launched a New World Religion (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2002), 155– 84; and Tad R. Callister, A Case for the Book of Mormon (Salt 
Lake City: Deseret Book, 2019).
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4.	 Joseph functioned as a medium and produced the Book of 
Mormon as automatic writing.

5.	 Joseph Smith employed the oral performance skills of an 
accomplished orator, like a revivalist preacher.5

6.	 Joseph Smith’s intellect was sufficient to create the Book of 
Mormon.

The various theories are not exclusive of each other, and some authors 
have advanced more than one, perhaps without necessarily realizing it. 
This article examines the last of these theories — that of Joseph Smith’s 
intellect — by investigating everything that can be known about Joseph’s 
education and cognitive abilities from the documentary record. Reports 
discussing his oratorical skills are also included since the first draft of 
the Book of Mormon was dictated, not written.

Before proceeding, it should be noted that all historical research 
has limitations. Documentation of almost all studied events is, at best, 
incomplete. The lack of adequate eyewitness accounts often forces 
scholars to rely on secondary sources (if they exist). In either case, the 
biases of the reporters, if they can be discerned, color their accounts. 
Consequently, most historical data contains ambiguities, gaps, or 
contradictions, allowing for more than one valid interpretation.

Acknowledging these limitations, this paper attempts to give 
a voice to every relevant historical reference to Joseph Smith’s education 
and intellect. Thus, by bringing all interested observers to the same 
documentary precipice, each can view the data and judge for themselves. 
While differing opinions will undoubtedly emerge, this transparency 
could create a no-spin zone for informed readers who discuss this subject 
in the future.

Joseph Smith’s Formal Education
Joseph Smith grew up in a family that valued education. Both his father, 
Joseph Smith Sr., and grandmother, Lydia Mack, had taught school. 
Their academic involvement demonstrated their devotion to learning, 
probably making education a priority in their homes.

	 5.	 See William L. Davis, in Visions in a Seer Stone: Joseph Smith and the Making 
of the Book of Mormon (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 
2020); Brian C. Hales, “Theories and Assumptions: A Review of William L. Davis’s 
Visions in a Seer Stone, Interpreter: A Journal of Latter-day Saint Faith and 
Scholarship 39 (2020): 151–90, https://journal.interpreterfoundation.org/ theories-
and-assumptions-a-review-of-william-l-daviss-visions-in-a-seer-stone/.
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Possible Tutoring by Hyrum When Age Seven
Besides Joseph Smith’s formal attendance at local schools, it is possible 
his older brother Hyrum supplemented his learning through personal 
tutoring. Lucy Mack Smith, their mother, recalled that while living in 
Lebanon, New Hampshire, in 1811, eleven-year-old Hyrum attended the 
“academy in Hanover.”6 “The academy, or Moor’s Charity School, was 
associated with Dartmouth College in Hanover, a few miles north of 
the Smith home and on the same side of the Connecticut River,” writes 
Jeffrey S. O’Driscoll, Hyrum Smith’s biographer. “Lucy did not explain 
why Hyrum was chosen to attend, but it may have been simply because 
his cousin of about the same age, Stephen Mack, was already a student 
there.”7

Hyrum returned to the Smith home in 1813 sick with typhus, which all 
family members contracted. Joseph subsequently experienced a chronic 
knee infection requiring advanced surgical treatment administered by 
Dr. Nathan Smith of the nearby Dartmouth Medical School.8 Afterward, 
Hyrum “sat beside him almost incessantly day and night.”9 It is possible 
that Hyrum, then thirteen, tutored his seven- year- old little brother Joseph 
for several months at that time.10 The next year, Joseph left for Salem, 
Massachusetts, to convalesce at the home of his uncle Jessee Smith.11

At Least Five District School Terms
Between 1808 and 1826, Joseph Smith attended local common schools in 
five or six areas.12 District schools held two terms each year (summer and 
winter), and his attendance during at least one term can be documented 
in Royalton, Vermont (1809–1812); West Lebanon, New Hampshire 

	 6.	 “Lucy Mack Smith, History, 1844–1845,” p. 9, bk. 2, The Joseph Smith 
Papers, https://www.josephsmithpapers.org/paper-summary/lucy-mack-smith 
-history-1844-1845/27.
	 7.	 Jeffrey S. O’Driscoll, Hyrum Smith: A Life of Integrity (Salt Lake City: Deseret 
Book, 2003), 12.
	 8.	 See LeRoy S. Wirthlin, “Joseph Smith’s Boyhood Operation: An 1813 
Surgical Success,” BYU Studies 21, no. 2 (Spring 1981): 131–54.
	 9.	 “Lucy Mack Smith, History,” p. 12, bk. 2.
	 10.	 See Richard K. Behrens, “Dreams, Visions, and Visitations: The Genesis of 
Mormonism,” The John Whitmer Historical Association Journal 27 (2007): 170–83.
	 11.	 Wirthlin, “Boyhood Operation,” 131–48.
	 12.	 Although the Smith family lived in Norwich, Vermont, during the 1814– 1818 
period, Joseph’s attendance at local schools is undocumented. See William Davis, 
“Reassessing Joseph Smith Jr.’s Formal Education,” Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon 
Thought 49, no. 4 (Winter 2016): 22–23, 49.



Hales, Joseph Smith’s Education and Intellect  •  5

(1812–1815); and Palmyra (1817–1821), Manchester (1821–1825), and 
South Bainbridge (1825–1826), New York.13 (See Figure 1.) Researcher 
William L. Davis observes that Joseph may have been eligible to attend 
up to twenty-two terms between 1809 and 1826. Although the exact 
number he attended continues to be debated, Davis speculates that 
Joseph Smith’s “overall estimated time … in formal education” (beyond 
the five terms documented in the historical record) was “equivalent of 
approximately seven full school years,” or fourteen terms.14

Figure 1. Arrows show Joseph Smith’s pre-1829 travels and the six locations where 
he attended or may have attended local district schools.

Several of Joseph Smith’s contemporaries remember attending 
school with him, but some reported he did not always take advantage of 
educational opportunities. Pomeroy Tucker accused Joseph of “hunting 
and fishing … and idly lounging around the stores and shops in the 
village … instead of going to school like other boys.”15 Perry Benjamin 
Pierce also wrote: “The boys grew up without desire for education … 
‘None of them Smith boys ever went to school when they could get out of 

	 13.	 See Evelyn M. Wood Lovejoy, History of Royalton, Vermont, with Family 
Genealogies, 1769–1911 (Burlington, VT: Royalton, Vermont, and Royalton 
Woman’s Club, 1911), 2:646; Lucy Smith, Biographical Sketches of Joseph Smith, 
the Prophet, and his Progenitors for Many Generations (Liverpool: S. W. Richards, 
1853), 60; Arthur Deming, ed., Naked Truths About Mormonism, vol. 1 (Oakland, 
CA: Deming & Co., January 1888): 18; Elizabeth Kane Interview with Brigham 
Young, Artemisia (Beaman) Snow, and Orrin Rockwell, 1872−1873, in Norman R. 
Bowen and Mary Karen Bowen Solomon, eds., A Gentile Account of Life in Utah’s 
Dixie, 1872−73: Elizabeth Kane’s St. George Journal (Salt Lake City: University of 
Utah Tanner Trust Fund, 1995), 69−77; and “The Original Prophet, by a Visitor to 
Salt Lake City,” Fraser’s Magazine 7 (January–June 1873), 229.
	 14.	 Davis, “Reassessing,” 46.
	 15.	 Pomeroy Tucker, Origin, Rise, and Progress of Mormonism […] (New York: 
D. Appleton and Co., 1867), 14–15.
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it.’”16 Joseph’s younger brother William reported his personal experience, 
which may have approximated Joseph’s, of “limited opportunities for 
acquiring an education.” William added: “being like most youths, more 
fond of play than study, I made but little use of the opportunities I did 
have.”17

District Schools in the 1820s America
Regarding Joseph Smith’s training to become the author of the Book 
of Mormon, the precise number of terms he spent in district school 
classrooms may be less important because the curriculum touched 
only minimally the skills authors usually seek to develop. In their book, 
A History of Education in American Culture, R. Freeman Butts and 
Lawrence A. Cremin explain:

The typical one-room district school was usually attended by 
a variety of age groups, running all the way from children of 
four or five to adolescents in their teens … The early district 
schoolroom was most often a picture of a teacher seated at 
a central desk with one child after another approaching, 
reciting from text or memory, being rewarded with a smile or 
a blow depending on the effectiveness of the recitation, and 
returning to his seat.18

As pointed out, the curriculum for each student did not always build 
upon the previous year’s learning. “One handicap to effective teaching 
was the fact that it might happen no two pupils were equally advanced 
in their studies.”19

Also, the quality of instruction in district schools varied widely, in 
part because the schoolmasters’ teaching credentials in some schools 
may have been little more than “see one, do one, teach one.” In 1826, 
James G. Carter, a member of the Massachusetts House of Representatives, 
reported: “The teachers of the primary summer schools have rarely had 
any education beyond what they have acquired in the very schools where 

	 16.	 Perry Benjamin Pierce, “The Origin of the ‘Book of Mormon,’” American 
Anthropologist 1, no. 4 (October 1899): 677, 680.
	 17.	 William Smith, William Smith on Mormonism: A True Account of the Origin 
of the Book of Mormon (Lamoni, IA: Herald Steam Book and Job Office, 1883), 6.
	 18.	 R. Freeman Butts and Lawrence A Cremin, A History of Education in 
American Culture (New York: Henry Holt, 1953), 274–75.
	 19.	 Clifton Johnson, Old-Time Schools and School-Books (London: Macmillan, 
1904), 133, https://archive.org/details/oldtimeschoolss00john.
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they begin to teach.”20 Butts and Cremin note: “Little or no training 
was thought necessary for the post of teacher.”21 In his book, Old-Time 
Schools and School Books, author Clifton Johnson agreed:

Generally the teacher was young, sometimes not more than 
sixteen years old ; but if he was expert at figures, if he could 
read the Bible without stumbling over the long words, if 
he could write well enough to set a decent copy, if he could 
mend a pen, if he had vigor enough of character to assert 
his authority, and strength enough of arm to maintain it, he 
would do.22

Edward E. Gordon and Elaine H. Gordon give a more critical 
account. “Parents often lacked the knowledge or experience to hire good 
teachers. A report on schoolmasters in Illinois and Missouri during the 
1830s stated that one-third were public nuisances due to incompetence 
or immorality, one-third did as much harm as good, and only about 
one- third were of some use in teaching basic literacy.”23 Whether the 
upstate New York district school system suffered from similar weaknesses 
during the previous decades is undocumented.

Born in 1809, Abraham Lincoln experienced frontier schooling after 
his family moved to Spencer County, Indiana, in 1817. He later described 
his experience: “There I grew up. There were some schools, so called, but 
no qualification was ever required of a teacher beyond “readin’, writin’, 
and cipherin’” to the Rule of Three. If a straggler supposed to under stand 
Latin happened to sojourn in the neighborhood he was looked upon as 
a wizard. There was absolutely nothing to excite ambition for education. 
Of course, when I came of age I did not know much.”24 Joseph Smith’s 
experience may have been better. But whether he attended district schools 
for five terms, fourteen terms (seven years), or more, the curriculum and 
teaching methodologies would have limited the learning experiences he 
would have encountered.

	 20.	 James G. Carter, Essays upon Popular Education: Containing a Particular 
Examination of the Schools of Massachusetts, and an Outline of an Institution for the 
Education of Teachers (Boston: Bowles and Dearborn, 1826), 36.
	 21.	 Butts and Cremin, History of Education, 286.
	 22.	 Johnson, Old-Time Schools , 121.
	 23.	 Edward E. Gordon and Elaine H. Gordon, Literacy in America: Historic 
Journey and Contemporary Solutions (Westport, CT: Praeger, 2003), 143.
	 24.	 Arthur Brooks Lapsley, ed., The Writings of Abraham Lincoln, national ed., 
vol. 5, 1858–1862 (New York: Lamb Publishing, 1906), 119.
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Opportunities to Learn Creative Writing and Composition
As a training ground for authors to learn how to write long, complex 
books, Joseph Smith’s local schools provided few opportunities. Although 
author William L. Davis declares that Joseph Smith’s schooling included 
instruction in “basic rhetoric [and] composition,” available historical 
accounts do not support such claims.25 Creative writing and written 
composition assignments were not part of the education curriculums of 
district schools until decades later. “The great majority of the one-room 
elementary schools which sprang up over America in the early nineteenth 
century,” write Butts and Cremin, “were simple institutions providing 
a  simple educational fare.”26 These schools “stressed basic reading, 
writing, spelling, arithmetic, and often geography and history.”27

If paper and ink were available, a teacher might introduce short 
composition assignments to their pupils, but paper was expensive in the 
1820s and could be difficult to acquire.28 Harry G. Good explains:

Excepting only arithmetic and handwriting, all subjects were 
taught through oral recitations. Reading, spelling, grammar, 
and, when they were later introduced, history and geography 
were recited orally. This was partly owing, no doubt, to the 
cost of paper. The almost exclusive use of the oral method 
had an unfortunate effect upon the whole curriculum. When 
pupils had mastered the simplest mechanics of reading, the 
recitation was conducted by having each one read a paragraph 
or stanza aloud until the entire lesson had been read. Often 
there was no attention to the meaning of the passage or even 
of the new words … Subjects such as grammar or geography 
were taught by an oral question-and-answer method based 
upon the words of the book. Nearly everything that was 
taught in the old school was taught from a book, and taught 
not by discussion.29

In an 1829 publication, schoolteacher Samuel R. Hall related how he 
asked a parent, “Will you take this little paper for your children? It will 

	 25.	 Davis, “Reassessing,” 11–12. Davis provides no supportive documentation.
	 26.	 Butts and Cremin, History of Education, 269.
	 27.	 Gordon and Gordon, Literacy in America, 82.
	 28.	 The District School As It Was, by One Who Went To It (Boston: Carter, 
Hendel and Co., 1833), 136–40.
	 29.	 Harry G. Good, A History of American Education, 2nd ed. (New York: 
Macmillan, 1962), 34.
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cost but a dollar.” The father replied, “No, I am not able.” Hall persisted, 
“But I am persuaded you will find it a very great benefit to your family, 
and you may contrive to save the amount in some way, by curtailing 
expenses less necessary.” The father replied: “I should be glad to take it, 
but I am in debt, and I cannot.”30

Chalk and hand-held slates were also relatively rare in American 
schools in the early 1800s. Dennis A. Wright and Geoffrey A. Wright 
note: “Schools in the nineteenth century provided students with few if any 
school supplies and rarely had blackboards. Slates were not introduced 
in the classroom until about 1820, and lead pencils were not used until 
several years later..”31 Harry G. Good adds: “About 1817 the blackboard 
was introduced at West Point, Dartmouth, and other colleges. Twenty 
years later it was still unusual in the primary schools of Massachusetts.”32

As a youth, Lincoln also lacked paper even to practice math 
calculations. Resourcefully, he “used to write his arithmetic sums on 
a large wooden shovel with a piece of charcoal. After covering it all over 
with examples, he would take his jack-knife and whittle and scrape the 
surface clean, ready for more ciphering. … Sometimes when the shovel 
was not at hand, he did his figuring on the logs of the house walls and 
on the doorposts, and other woodwork that afforded a surface he could 
mark on with his charcoal.”33

When paper was scarce, students used available supplies to practice 
penmanship, spelling, vocabulary, and perhaps how to write a letter. 
Most didactic exercises involved verbal repetition. Robert Connors, 
author of Composition-Rhetoric: Backgrounds, Theory, and Pedagogy, 
explains:

The essential difference between rhetoric courses and 
composition courses, most simply, became that in composition 
students had to do more than answer questions based on 
lecture or treatise. Composition was ineluctably practical; 
students were expected to write. Composition books, unlike 
rhetoric texts, could not make do merely with the oral 

	 30.	 Samuel R. Hall, Lectures on School-Keeping (Boston: Richardson, Lord and 
Holbrook, 1829), 22.
	 31.	 Dennis A. Wright and Geoffrey A. Wright, “The New England Common 
School Experience of Joseph Smith Jr., 1810–16,” in Regional Studies in Latter- day 
Saint Church History: The New England States, ed. Donald Q. Cannon, Arnold K. 
Garr, and Bruce A. Van Orden (Provo, UT: Brigham Young University, 2004), 250.
	 32.	 Good, American Education, 191.
	 33.	 Johnson, Old-Time Schools, 129.
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questions and answers of a discipline whose product hung in 
the air and vanished.34

The first academic book teaching composition was not published in 
the United States until 1827, and it was designed for college classes.35 
Few, if any, of the teachers in district schools would have been trained 
in composition. If the instructors possessed such skills, they probably 
would have sought better-paying jobs elsewhere.

Joseph Smith’s Pre-1829 Writing Projects
Joseph Smith participated in several writing projects prior to dictating 
the Book of Mormon. Among them are three revelations in the Doctrine 
and Covenant, the current section three (345 words) given July 1828, 
section four (150 words) given February 1829, and section five (1019 
words) given the next month.36 Since original manuscripts do not exist, 
whether Joseph Smith wrote these or dictated them to a scribe is unclear. 
In addition, he also recited the now-lost manuscript of the Book of Lehi 
early in 1828 and may have penned one or two letters before April  7, 
1829.37 Figure 2 charts Joseph’s known writing experiences, and shows 
very little occurring before he recited the Book of Mormon.

New England Educational Environment
Joseph Smith lived in an area with bookstores and libraries that contained 
hundreds of volumes available for viewing and research.38 Although their 
internal documents and local recollections fail to describe him visiting 
them, Orsamus Turner recalled: “Once a week he [Joseph Smith Junior] 
would stroll into the office of the old Palmyra Register, for his father’s 

	 34.	 Robert J. Connors, Composition–Rhetoric: Backgrounds, Theory, and 
Pedagogy (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1997), 73.
	 35.	 Samuel P. Newman, A Practical System of Rhetoric: Or the Principles and 
Rules of Style, Inferred from Examples of Writing (Portland, ME: William Hyde, 
1827).
	 36.	 Michael Hubbard MacKay et al., eds., The Joseph Smith Papers: Documents, 
vol. 1, July 1828–June 1831 (Salt Lake City: Church Historian’s Press, 2013), 4–22.
	 37.	 See Don Bradley, The Lost 116 Pages: Reconstructing the Book of Mormon’s 
Missing Stories (Salt Lake City: Greg Kofford Books, 2019).
	 38.	 See Robert Paul, “Joseph Smith and the Manchester (New York) Library,” 
BYU Studies 22, no. 3 (1982): 341; D. Michael Quinn, Early Mormonism and the 
Magic World View, 2nd ed. (Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 1998), 181–93.
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paper.”39 The Palmyra Register was published between 1817 and 1821, 
indicating that Joseph would have been between eleven and fourteen.

Figure 2. Chart showing Joseph Smith’s lack of authoring experience before 
dictating the Book of Mormon at age twenty-three.

A few of Joseph Smith’s acquaintances refer to him as an avid reader, 
including Pomeroy Tucker, who wrote in 1867:

Joseph, moreover, as he grew in years, had learned to read 
comprehensively, in which qualification he was far in advance 
of his elder brother, and even of his father; and this talent was 
assiduously devoted, as he quitted or modified his idle habits, 
to the perusal of works of fiction and records of criminality, 
such for instance as would be classed with the ‘dime novels’ 
of the present day. The stories of Stephen Burroughs and 
Captain Kidd, and the like, presented the highest charms for 
his expanding mental perceptions.40

Likewise, Philetus B. Spear recalled that in his youth, Joseph possessed 
a few novels and had a “copy of the ‘Arabian Nights.”41 Another Palmyra 
resident recollected in 1876 that Joseph Smith spent his time “reading 

	 39.	 Orsamus Turner, History of the Pioneer Settlement of Phelps and Gorham’s 
Purchase, and Morris’ Reserve […] (Rochester, NY: William Alling, 1851), 214; 
italics added.
	 40.	 Tucker, Origin, 17, see also 13–14.
	 41.	 Philetus B. Spear, “Joe Smith and Mormonism Which Started 100 Years 
Ago” Marion Enterprise (Newark, New York), 28 September 28, 1923, 1.
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bad novels.”42 In contrast, his mother, Lucy Mack Smith recalled that 
Joseph “seemed much less inclined to the perusal of books than any of 
the rest of our children.”43

Joseph Smith’s 1829 Knowledge of the King James Bible
Lucy Mack Smith also quoted a youthful Joseph saying: “I can take my 
Bible, and go into the woods, and learn more in two hours, than you can 
learn at meeting in two years, if you should go all the time.”44 But she 
also noted that by 1823 Joseph had “never read the Bible through in his 
life.”45

John Stafford, who grew up with the Smiths in Manchester, recalled 
that the Smith family “studied the Bible” in their home school.46 Pomeroy 
Tucker provided this description:

As he [Joseph Smith] further advanced in reading and 
knowledge, he assumed a spiritual or religious turn of mind, 
and frequently perused the Bible, becoming quite familiar 
with portions thereof, both of the Old and New Testaments; 
selected texts from which he quoted and discussed with 
great assurance when in the presence of his superstitious 
acquaintances. The Prophecies and Revelations were his 
special forte. His interpretations of scriptural passages 
were always original and unique, and his deductions and 
conclusions often disgustingly blasphemous, according to the 
common apprehensions of Christian people.47

Here Tucker announces that Joseph Smith was “quite familiar 
with portions” of the Bible in the 1820s. Still, Tucker also seems to be 
embellishing because he adds: “The final conclusion announced by 
him [Joseph Smith] was, that … the Bible [was] a fable.”48 Joseph taught 
that the Bible is “the word of God as far as it is translated correctly” 
(Articles of Faith 8), raising questions regarding the reliability of Tucker’s 
other claims.

	 42.	 Palmyra Resident Reminiscences circa 1876 in Dan Vogel, ed., Early 
Mormon Documents, vol. 3 (Salt Lake City, Signature Books, 2000), 132.
	 43.	 Smith, Biographical Sketches, 84.
	 44.	 Smith, Biographical Sketches, 90.
	 45.	 Smith, Biographical Sketches, 84.
	 46.	 William H. Kelley, “The Hill Cumorah, and the Book of Mormon […],” 
Saints’ Herald 28, no. 11 (June 1, 1881): 167.
	 47.	 Tucker, Origin, 17.
	 48.	 Ibid., 18.
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Despite his reported Biblical studies, David Whitmer remembered 
that “Smith was ignorant of the Bible at the time of the dictation.”49 
Similarly, Emma Smith told Edmund C. Briggs in 1856 that Joseph “had 
such a limited knowledge of history at that time that he did not even 
know that Jerusalem was surrounded by walls.”50 Years later, in 1877, 
Emma repeated the story to Nels Madsen and Parley P. Pratt Jr.: “He 
had not read the Bible enough to know that there were walls around 
Jerusalem.”51

Joseph Smith’s Oratorical Abilities
Critics sometimes describe Joseph Smith as writing the Book of 
Mormon.52 In contrast, the historical record shows that between April 
and June of 1829, he recited 6,852 lengthy sentences to scribes and 
immediately published them as the 1830 Book of Mormon. Since then, 
none of the sentences have been fully edited or repositioned in the text.53 
The historical record shows that Joseph Smith’s first oral draft was 
surprisingly refined from an editing standpoint.

	 49.	 David Whitmer quoted in Lyndon W. Cook, ed., David Whitmer Interviews: 
A Restoration Witness (Orem, UT: Grandin Books, 1991), 211.
	 50.	 Edmund C. Briggs, “A Visit to Nauvoo in 1856,” Journal of History 9, no. 4 
(October 1916): 454.
	 51.	 Nels Madsen, “Visit to Mrs. Emma Smith Bidemon [sic],” 
November 27, 1931, Church History Library, The Church of Jesus Christ of 
Latter- day Saints, Salt Lake City, https://catalog.churchofjesuschrist.org/
assets/0d0d3c56-50a1-4071-90f0-2bb08b753a7f/0/0.
	 52.	 See Jerald Tanner and Sandra Tanner, Joseph Smith’s Plagiarism of the 
Bible in the Book of Mormon (Salt Lake City: Utah Lighthouse Ministry, 2010), 9; 
Grant H. Palmer, An Insider’s View of Mormon Origins (Salt Lake City: Signature 
Books, 2002), 67; Earl M. Wunderli, An Imperfect Book: What the Book of Mormon 
Tells Us About Itself (Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 2013), 165, 193, 194.
	 53.	 In 2022, the author compared transcripts of the 1830 and 1981 (most recent) 
editions of the Book of Mormon, identifying all changes. In all, 4,066 editorial 
changes affecting 4,721 words (1.8% of the total of 269,320 words in the Book of 
Mormon) can be identified. Of these, 3,727 (91.7% of 4,066) involve one word, 
with 46% (1,715 of 3727) as spelling changes. Also, 227 changes (5.6% of 4,066) 
affect two words, and 40 (1.0% of 4,066) involve three words. The remaining 72 
Book of Mormon emendations (1.8% of 4,066) involve four to thirteen words but 
none involve a full sentence. Concerning Book of Mormon changes, critics Jerald 
and Sandra Tanner acknowledged that most are “related to the correction of 
grammatical and spelling errors and  do not really change the basic meaning of 
the text.” Jerald Tanner and Sandra Tanner, The Changing World of Mormonism: 
A Behind-the-Scenes Look at Changes in Mormon Doctrine and Practice (Chicago: 
Moody Press, 1981), 131.



The literary value of Joseph Smith’s dictation has also been 
recognized by non-Latter-day Saint scholars. “The Book of Mormon 
is the masterpiece of a most uncommon common man,” writes 
Washington University Professor Kenneth Winn. “The Book of Mormon 
is a  seminal work.”54 More recently, Yale University Chair of History 
Daniel Walker Howe wrote: “The Book of Mormon should rank among 
the great achievements of American literature, but it has never been 
accorded the status it deserves.”55 In 1980, Gordon S. Wood, who would 
win the 1993 Pulitzer Prize for History, described it frankly: “The Book 
of Mormon is an extraordinary work of popular imagination and one of 
the greatest documents in American cultural history.”56

No Formal Oratorical Training
Such assessments support that Joseph Smith possessed advanced 
oratorical abilities in 1829, but how and when he developed them is 
unclear.57 His ability to verbalize a refined narrative like the 1830 Book 
of Mormon demonstrated rhetorical capabilities generally developed 
through practice. The authors of the high school textbook, Speech, 
explain: “The key is to practice. Only through practice can you begin 
to feel comfortable with the pressure of such limited time to prepare.”58 
Also, University of Wisconsin Professor Harold Scheub, clarifies: 
“Doubtless the most significant single characteristic of oral narrative 
performance is repetition, in a variety of forms. The repetition of words, 
of phrases, of full images, and finally of complete narratives.”59 Despite 
such expectations, no one recalled Joseph Smith practicing for the Book 
of Mormon recitation. Richard Bushman reports that Joseph “was not 

	 54.	 Kenneth H. Winn, Exiles in a Land of Liberty: Mormons in America, 1830–
1846 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1989), 19, 20.
	 55.	 Daniel Walker Howe, “What Hath God Wrought: The Transformation of 
America, 1815–1848” (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007), 314.
	 56.	 Gordon S. Wood, “Evangelical America and Early Mormonism,” New York 
History 61, no. 4 (1980): 381.
	 57.	 See Calvin N. Smith, “A Critical Analysis of the Public Speaking of Joseph 
Smith, First President of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints,” (PhD 
diss., Purdue University, 1965).
	 58.	 Randall McCutcheon, James Schaffer, and Joseph R. Wycoff, Speech 
(Columbus, OH: McGraw-Hill, 2016), 364.
	 59.	 Harold Scheub, “Body and Image in Oral Narrative Performance,” New 
Literary History 8, no. 3 (Spring 1977): 347.
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an eloquent preacher; he is not known to have preached a single sermon 
before the organizing the Church in 1830.”60

Similarly, the district school curriculum in the 1820s actively 
employed verbal repetition to teach grammar, vocabulary, and Biblical 
studies. Another form of oral instruction, “speaking of pieces,” required 
the student to stand before the class and recite a short discourse or 
memorized narration.61 However, extemporaneous speaking exercises, 
those that prepared a student to verbalize ideas composed on-the-spot 
or from previously memorized outlines, were not included. Despite this 
deficiency, the historical record describes other extracurricular activities 
that might have improved Joseph Smith’s oratorical skillset.

Telling Stories to Family in 1823
Lucy Mack Smith, Joseph’s mother, describes his storytelling inclinations 
around 1823 when he was in his seventeenth year:

During our evening conversations, Joseph would occasionally 
give us some of the most amusing recitals that could be 
imagined. He would describe the ancient inhabitants of this 
continent, their dress, mode of travelling, and the animals 
upon which they rode; their cities, their buildings, with every 
particular; their mode of warfare; and also their religious 
worship. This he would do with as much ease, seemingly, as if 
he had spent his whole life with them.62

If Joseph’s stories originated in his imagination, this recollection 
is evidence of his creativity as a youth. They include references to the 
“ancient inhabitants of this continent,” including “their dress, mode of 
traveling, and the animals upon which they rode,” details not included 
in the narrative of the Book of Mormon. Although Lucy mentioned that 
Joseph spoke only occasionally, these family recitations could represent 
the tip of his expanding imagination iceberg and his attempts to hone 
oratorical skills. If so, other family members or acquaintances might 
have remembered, but only Lucy left a record. Joseph’s younger brother 
William later claimed that Joseph was incapable of authoring a “historey 
of a once enlightned people, their rise their progress, their origin, and 

	 60.	 Richard Lyman Bushman, Joseph Smith: Rough Stone Rolling (New York: 
Alfred A. Knopf, 2005), xx.
	 61.	 District School, 67; see 66–78.
	 62.	 Smith, Biographical Sketches, 85.
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their final over throw that once inhabited this american Continent.”63 
William’s statement seems to contradict Lucy’s recollection or suggests 
that Joseph’s recitals did not include such details or did not impress all 
family members.

If imaginative tales commonly rolled from Joseph’s lips, or creative 
storytelling became a pastime as he prepared his mind and oratory skills 
for the 1829 Book of Mormon dictation, no one outside the family recalled 
him actively rehearsing.64 In 1834, Eber D. Howe published statements 
from twenty-two local residents and two “group statements” from the 
inhabitants of Palmyra and Manchester.65 In July 1880, newspaperman 
Frederick G. Mather compiled written recollections from twelve citizens 
of Susquehanna, Broome, and Chenango Counties, Pennsylvania.66 In 
1888, Arthur Deming printed accounts from fourteen individuals in two 
volumes of Naked Truths about Mormonism.67 Many of these persons 

	 63.	 William Smith, “Notes Written on `Chambers’ Life of Joseph Smith,’” 
circa 1875, 11–12, Church History Library, The Church of Jesus Christ of 
Latter-day Saints, Salt Lake City, Utah, https://catalog.churchofjesuschrist.org/
assets/7ce89849-3bb8-4ca4-9627-3c283aec0bae/0/14.
	 64.	 Daniel Hendrix recalled in 1893: “I never knew so ignorant a man as Joe 
was to have such a fertile imagination. He never could tell a common occurrence 
in his daily life without embellishing the story with his imagination.” “Origin 
of Mormonism,” San Francisco Chronicle (May 14, 1893). If reliable, Hendrix 
is not describing Joseph Smith imagining new stories, but embellishing his life 
experiences.
	 65.	 Eber D. Howe, Mormonism Unvailed: Or, a Faithful Account of that Singular 
Imposition and Delusion from its Rise to the Present Time […] (Painesville, OH: Eber 
D. Howe, 1834), 232−69. Statements were from Alva Hale, Abigail Harris, Barton 
Stafford, David Stafford, G. W. Stoddard, Henry Harris, Hezekiah McKune, Isaac 
Hale, Joseph Capron, Joshua McKune, Joshua Stafford, Levi Lewis, Lucy Harris, 
Nathaniel Lewis, Parley Chase, Peter Ingersoll, Roswell Nichols, Sophia Lewis, 
Willard Chase, and William Stafford.
	 66.	 See [Frederick G. Mather], “The Early Mormons. Joe Smith Operates at 
Susquehanna,” Broome Republican (July 29, 1880), http://www.olivercowdery.
com/smithhome/1880Math.htm#072880. Frederick G. Mather, “The Early Days of 
Mormonism,” Lippincott’s Magazine 26 (August 1880): 198–206, 211, http://www.
olivercowdery.com/smithhome/1880Math.htm. Interviewees included Sally  McKune, 
Methetable Doolittle, Elizabeth Squires, Jacob J. Skinner, Samuel Brush, Orlando Saunders, 
William Van Camp, John H. Gilbert, George Collington, Smith Baker, Harriet Marsh, 
and Rebecca Nurse.
	 67.	 Arthur Deming, ed., Naked Truths About Mormonism, 2 vols. (Oakland, CA: 
Deming & Co., January and July, 1888). Statements were from Caroline Rockwell, 
Isaac Butts, Joseph Rogers, K. E. Bell, Lorenzo Saunders, Reuben  P.  Harmon, 
S. F. Anderick, Sylvia Walker, W. A. Lillie, William R. Hine, Christopher M. Stafford, 
Cornelius R. Stafford, G. J. Keen, and Henry A. Sayer.



Hales, Joseph Smith’s Education and Intellect  •  17

knew Joseph Smith Jr. personally, but none describe him engaging in the 
activities of a village bard or entertaining spectators with his recitals. 
Journalist James Gordon Bennett visited the Palmyra area in August of 
1831 and recorded that Joseph Smith’s father was a “great story teller,” 
but wrote nothing similar concerning the younger Joseph.68

Involvement as a Debater and Exhorter
As he attended religious meetings and camp gatherings as a youth, 
Joseph Smith witnessed a variety of sermonizing. At times he may have 
participated as a lay member of the audience. In 1893, Daniel Hendrix 
recalled that Joseph “was a good talker and would have made a fine 
stump-speaker if he had had the training.”69According to several sources, 
Joseph Smith attended Methodist meetings but never joined the church. 
Pomeroy Tucker wrote:

Protracted revival meetings were customary in some of 
the churches, and Smith frequented those of different 
denominations, sometimes professing to participate in their 
devotional exercises. At one time he joined the probationary 
class of the Methodist church in Palmyra, and made some 
active demonstrations of engagedness, though his assumed 
convictions were insufficiently grounded or abiding to carry 
him along to the saving point of conversion, and he soon 
withdrew from the class.70

In 1851, Orsamus Turner remembered that Joseph Smith “was a very 
passable exhorter” at Methodist camp meetings.71 Joseph’s informal 
involvement with the Methodists lasted just a few months, from the fall 
of 1824 to the winter of 1825.72 As a nonmember exhorter who spoke 
impromptu during Methodist meetings, he would have received little or 
no formal oratorical training compared to that offered to exhorters with 
full membership. Turner also reported:

Joseph had a little ambition; and some very laudable 
aspirations; the mother’s intellect occasionally shone out in 

	 68.	 Leonard J. Arrington, “James Gordon Bennett’s 1831 Report on ‘The 
Mormonites,’” BYU Studies 10, no. 3 (July 1970): 357.
	 69.	 Daniel Hendrix quoted in “Origin of Mormonism,” 12.
	 70.	 Tucker, Origin, 17–18; see also 13–14.
	 71.	 Turner, Pioneer Settlement, 214.
	 72.	 Dan Vogel, ed., Early Mormon Documents, vol. 5 (Salt Lake City, Signature 
Books, 2003), 396.
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him feebly, especially when he used to help us solve some 
portentous questions of moral or political ethics, in our 
juvenile debating club, which we moved down to the old red 
school house on Durfee street.73

Here Turner describes Joseph Smith as a competent debater but 
attributes the ability to his “mother’s intellect” when it “shone out in him 
feebly.” Overall, Turner seemed unimpressed with the youthful Joseph: 
“He was lounging, idle; (not to say vicious,) and possessed of less than 
ordinary intellect. The author’s own recollections of him are distinct 
ones.”74 Had Joseph distinguished himself as a highly-skilled debater or 
exhorter, Turner might have spoken of him more favorably.75

Recollections of Joseph Smith’s Public Speaking Skills
Other references to Joseph Smith’s oratory skills before and after 1829 are 
generally uncomplimentary. Jared Carter remembered him in the early 
1830s as “not naturally talented for a speaker.”76 Similarly, a newspaper 
reporter in 1843 penned: “He is a bad speaker, and appears to be very 
imperfectly educated.”77 Peter H. Burnett, who was Joseph’s lawyer in 
Missouri, and later governor of California, recalled: “His appearance 
was not prepossessing, and his conversational powers were but ordinary. 
You could see at a glance that his education was very limited. He was an 
awkward but vehement speaker. In conversation he was slow, and used 

	 73.	 Turner, Pioneer Settlement, 214.
	 74.	 Ibid., 213; italics added.
	 75.	 These observations are important because William L. Davis refers to 
Smith’s training as an exhorter over twenty times (e.g., Davis, Visions in a Seer 
Stone, 3, 33, 36–39, 42, 44, 47, 49, 58, 66, 78, 82, 105, 111, 114, 120). Similarly, in 
his PhD dissertation, Davis calls Smith “an adept and capable member of the 
juvenile debate society” and refers to Smith’s alleged debate experiences nearly 
100 times throughout the dissertation. William L. Davis, “Performing Revelation: 
Joseph Smith’s Oral Performance of The Book of Mormon” (PhD diss., UCLA, 2016), 
122. Such reports are entirely speculative because only one historical reference 
mentions Joseph Smith as a debater or exhorter and that is from Orsamus Turner 
who also reported Smith possessed “less than ordinary intellect.” Turner, Pioneer 
Settlement, 213.
	 76.	 Jared Carter journal 1831 January–1833 January 20, journal page 17; 
typescript page 4, Church History Library, The Church of Jesus Christ of 
Latter-day Saints, Salt Lake City, Utah, https://catalog.churchofjesuschrist.org/
assets/994fb2fe-d8b1-4156-a452-3a8fecacf538/1/12.
	 77.	 “Nauvoo,” by a traveling correspondent of the Baltimore Patriot, Lancaster 
Examiner & Democratic Herald 5, no. 41 (August 15, 1843). Transcription at http://
www.sidneyrigdon.com/dbroadhu/PA/penn1842.htm.
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too many words to express his ideas, and would not generally go directly 
to a point.”78 Lorenzo Snow remembered: “Joseph Smith was not what 
would be called a fluent speaker. He simply bore his testimony.”79

Joseph Smith’s Pre-1829 Educational Opportunities
To summarize, besides his time spent in district school classrooms, 
Joseph Smith’s education was supplemented by at least six extracurricular 
educational activities:

1812–1829:	 Learning about and reading the Bible
1813: 		 Hyrum Smith’s possible tutoring at age seven
1816–1825: 	Participation in local religious meetings
1821–1822: 	Attends the juvenile debate club
1823: 		 Occasionally shares imaginative stories with his family
1824–1825: 	Passable exhorter at Methodist meetings
While additional opportunities for pre-1829 training, education, 

or experience as an author or orator may have been available to Joseph 
Smith, none are detailed in the historical record (see Figure 3).

Joseph Smith’s Later Education
Although no teacher before 1829 remembered Joseph Smith’s aptitudes 
as a student, three later instructors recalled his abilities as they taught 
him during the mid-1830s.

William McLellin Recalls Joseph Smith’s 1834 Knowledge Base
Years after his excommunication, William McLellin penned:

I was personally and intimately acquainted with Joseph Smith 
<the man who read off the> the translation of the book, for 
five years near the beginning of his ministry. He attended my 
High school during - <the winter> of 1834. He attended my 
school and learned science all winter. I learned the strength 
of his mind as <to> the study and principles of science. 
Hence I think I knew him. And I here say that he had one 
of <the. Strongest, well balanced, penetrating, and retentive 
minds of any <man> with which <whom> I  ever formed 
an acquaintance, among the thousands of my observations. 

	 78.	 Peter H. Burnett, Recollections and Opinions of an Old Pioneer (New York: 
D. Appleton and Company, 1880), 66.
	 79.	 Lorenzo Snow, “The Grand Destiny of Man,” Deseret Evening News (July 20, 
1901), 22.
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Figure 3. Timeline showing Joseph Smith’s age when he may have experienced 
schooling and other formal educational experiences.
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Although when I took him into my school, he was without 
scientific knowledge or attainments.80

Five years after dictating the Book of Mormon, McLellin 
acknowledged Joseph Smith’s remarkable learning ability but stated he 
was then “without scientific knowledge.” Early definitions of “science” 
equate it with general knowledge rather than limiting it to a specific 
genre.81 So McLellin’s comment described Joseph Smith’s depth of 
knowledge in 1834 as limited. Neither did McLellin believe that Joseph 
authored the Book of Mormon. Calling it a “divine record,” McLellin 
cautioned James T. Cobb in 1880:

When a man goes at the Book of M[ormon] he touches the 
apple of my eye. He fights against truth—against purity—
against light—against the the [sic] purist, or one of the truest, 
purist books on earth. I have more confidence in the Book 
of Mormon than any book of this wide earth! And its not 
because I don’t know its contents, for I probably have read it 
through 20 times … It must be that a man does not love purity 
when he finds fa[u]lt with the Book of Mormon!!82

Believing Joseph Smith was “the man who read off” the Book of 
Mormon rather than its author, McLellin continued his admiration for 
the book after leaving the Saints.

Chauncey Webb: Joseph Smith’s 1834 Grammar Teacher
Another Kirtland teacher, Chauncey G. Webb, followed the Saints to 
Nauvoo and to Utah but later apostatized. According to an account 
printed by an antagonistic reporter, Webb stated:

Joseph was the calf that sucked three cows. He acquired 
knowledge very rapidly . . . He learned by heart a number of 
Latin, Greek and French common-place phrases, to use them 
in his speeches and sermons. For instance: Vox populi, vox 
diaboli; or Laus Deus or amor vincet omnium, as quoted in 

	 80.	 Mitchell K. Schaefer, ed., William E. McLellin’s Lost Manuscript (Salt Lake 
City: Eborn Books, 2012), 175–76; italics added.
	 81.	 The Compact Edition of the Oxford English Dictionary: Complete Text 
Reproduced Micrographically (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1971), 2:2668.
	 82.	 Stan Larson and Samuel J. Passey, eds., The William E. McLellin Papers 
1854–1880 (Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 2007), 521–22.
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the Nauvoo “Wasp” … I taught him the first rules of English 
Grammar in Kirtland in 1834. He learned rapidly.83

While Webb may have been exaggerating, he too remembered 
Joseph Smith’s impressive 1834 learning aptitude, but also states he 
taught Joseph “the first rules of English Grammar in Kirtland in 1834.” 
It is unclear how Joseph Smith could dictate the Book of Mormon with 
its 269,320 words and nearly 7000 sentences in 1829 without knowing 
more than the “first rules of English Grammar.”

Joshua Seixas as Joseph Smith’s Hebrew Teacher
The Church hired the third teacher, Joshua Seixas, in 1836 to teach 
Hebrew to forty students over seven weeks beginning on January 26. 
Historians compiling The Joseph Smith Papers, Documents, Volume 5 
explain:

By all accounts, JS [Joseph Smith] was a diligent student of 
Hebrew. After Oliver Cowdery returned to Kirtland with 
“a quantity of Hebrew books” on November 20, 1835, JS 
commenced an earnest study of the language. Though he 
participated in the formal classes taught by Seixas, he also 
devoted considerable time to studying the language on his 
own. Between November 23, 1835, and March 29, 1836, JS’s 
journal mentions his studying of Hebrew—whether in class, 
with colleagues, or by himself—no fewer than seventy times.84

Matthew Grey also notes: “In addition to attending his regular 
classes, Joseph asked Seixas for private study sessions, worked ahead on 
translation assignments, reviewed lessons on Sundays, and studied when 
he was sick.”85 After completing the class on March 30, Seixas issued 
Joseph Smith a certificate:

	 83.	 W. Wyl [pseud. for Wilhelm Ritter von Wymetal], Mormon Portraits: Or, the 
Truth about the Mormon Leaders from 1830 to 1886, vol. 1, Joseph Smith the Prophet, 
His Family and His Friends: A Study Based on Fact and Documents (Salt Lake City: 
Tribune Printing and Publishing, 1886), 25.
	 84.	 Brent M. Rogers et al., eds., The Joseph Smith Papers: Documents, vol. 5, 
October 1835–January 1838 (Salt Lake City: Church Historian’s Press, 2017), 216.
	 85.	 Matthew J. Grey, “‘The Word of the Lord in the Original:’ Joseph Smith’s 
Study of Hebrew in Kirtland,” in Lincoln H. Blumell, Matthew J. Grey, and Andrew 
H. Hedges, eds., Approaching Antiquity: Joseph Smith and the Ancient World (Provo 
and Salt Lake City: Religious Study Center and Deseret Book, 2015), 271. See also 
Louis C. Zucker, “Joseph Smith as a Student of Hebrew,” Dialogue: A Journal of 
Mormon Thought 3, no. 2 (Summer 1968): 41–55.
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Mr Joseph Smith Junr has attended a full course of Hebrew 
lessons under my tuition; & has been indefatigable in 
acquiring the principles of the sacred language of the Old 
Testament Scriptures in their original tongue. He has so far 
accomplished a knowledge of it, that he is able to translate to 
my entire satisfaction; & by prosecuting the study he will be 
able to become a proficient in Hebrew.86

Here Seixas certifies that Joseph Smith exerted “indefatigable” 
efforts to learn Hebrew and that Joseph could translate to his “entire 
satisfaction.” But Seixas also declares that Smith will become “proficient” 
only if he continues “prosecuting the study” of the language. In contrast, 
the twenty-four-year-old Orson Pratt also attended the Hebrew lessons 
and was the only other student known to receive a certificate: “During 
the winter I attended the Heb. School about 8 weeks in which time I made 
greater progress than what I could have expected in so short a period. 
I obtained a certificate from J. Seixas, our instructor, certifying to my 
capability of teaching that language.”87 By many standards, Orson Pratt 
was a genius, and this episode supports Pratt bested Joseph Smith, at 
least when learning Hebrew.88

Joseph Smith’s Memory
Joseph Smith’s attempt to learn Hebrew provides a glimpse into his ability 
to memorize.89 As Professors Elvira V. Masoura and Susan E. Gathercole 
note: “Research has revealed a close link between language acquisition 
and the capacity of the verbal component of working memory.”90 Had 
Joseph possessed a photographic or eidetic memory, he would likely have 
progressed more rapidly and surpassed other students like Orson Pratt.91

	 86.	 Rogers et al., Documents, 5:216.
	 87.	 Elden J. Watson, ed., The Orson Pratt Journals (Salt Lake City: Elden 
Jay Watson, 1975), 75. See also “History of Orson Pratt,” LDS Millennial Star 27 
(February 11, 1865), 87.
	 88.	 Breck England, The Life and Thought of Orson Pratt (Salt Lake City: 
University of Utah Press, 1985), 73, 230–31.
	 89.	 Some observers claim Joseph Smith had photographic or “prodigious 
memory.” See Clyde R. Forsberg, Equal Rites: The Book of Mormon, Masonry, 
Gender, and American Culture (New York: Columbia University Press, 2004), 28.
	 90.	 Elvira V. Masoura and Susan E. Gathercole, “Phonological Short-Term 
Memory and Foreign Language Learning,” International Journal of Psychology 34, 
no. 5–6 (1999): 383.
	 91.	 It is true that on July 12, 2843, Joseph Smith dictated the 3,271-word revelation, 
now section 132 of the Doctrine and Covenants, in “some three hours.” But without 
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No Recollections that Joseph Smith was “Educated”
While scattered positive references to Joseph Smith’s intellect are available, 
virtually all mentioning his 1829 abilities are negative, and none refer 
to him as “educated.” The earliest reference to his literary competence 
was published in August 1829, months before the Book of Mormon was 
printed. Jonathan A. Hadley reflected insider knowledge as he described 
details of the coming forth and translation of the gold plates and then 
referred to Joseph Smith as “very illiterate.”92 Similarly, months before 
his June 16, 1831, baptism into the Church, W. W. Phelps affirmed: “I am 
acquainted with a number of the persons concerned in the publication, 
called the “Book of Mormon.”—Joseph Smith is a person of very limited 
abilities in common learning.”93 E. D. Howe wrote in his 1834 publication 
Mormonism Unvailed: “That the common advantages of education were 
denied to our prophet, or that they were much neglected, we believe to 
be a fact.”94 Just a year after the Book of Mormon was published, the 
Palmyra Reflector reported that Joseph Smith’s “mental powers appear 
to be extremely limited, and from the small opportunity he has had at 
school, he made little or no proficiency.”95 Likewise, Isaac Hale recounted 
in 1834: “I first became acquainted with Joseph Smith, Jr. in November, 
1825 … His appearance at this time, was that of a careless young man—
not very well educated.”96 Other statements describe Joseph Smith as 
ignorant97 or illiterate.98

In an 1875 account, Joseph’s brother William specifically addressed 
Joseph’s abilities in the 1820s:

knowing the hours and effort he had to invest to commit those words to memory, it is 
impossible to assess his overall memory capabilities then or in 1829. William Clayton 
letter, Salt Lake City, Utah to Madison M. Scott, 1871 November 11, Church History 
Library, The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter- day Saints, Salt Lake City, Utah, https://
catalog.churchofjesuschrist.org/assets/ab830b42-45c7-4c77-b32f-b1a1d76dfdfd/0/0.
	 92.	 “Golden Bible,” Palmyra Freeman 1, no. 38 (August 11, 1829).
	 93.	 W. W. Phelps quoted in Howe, Mormonism Unvailed, 273.
	 94.	 Howe, Mormonism Unvailed, 12.
	 95.	 Abner Cole, “Gold Bible, No. 3,” Palmyra Reflector (February 1, 1831).
	 96.	 Isaac Hale quoted in Howe, Mormonism Unvailed, 262–63.
	 97.	 See George Peck, ed., “Mormonism and the Mormons,” Methodist Quarterly 
Review 25 (1843): 112; Interview of Orlando Saunders, William Van Camp, and 
John H. Gilbert in Mather, “Early Days of Mormonism,” 198; John W. Barber and 
Henry Howe, Historical Collections of the State of New York (New York: S. Tuttle, 
1841), 580–581.
	 98.	 “Golden Bible”; Daniel Hendrix in “Origin of Mormonism,” 12; Kelley, “Hill 
Cumorah,” 166.
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It is to be remembered that Joseph Smith was only 17 years 
of age when he first first began his profesional career in the 
Minestrey. That he was illitterate to some extent is admitted 
but that he was enterly [entirely] unlettered is a mistake. In 
Sintax, orthography Mathamatics grammar geography with 
other studies in the Common Schools of his day he was no 
novis and for writing he wrote a plain intelegable hand.99

William refers to Joseph as “no novis,” regarding syntax (sentence 
formation), orthography (spelling), mathematics, grammar, and 
geography. The Oxford English Dictionary defines a novice as “an 
inexperienced person; one who is new to the circumstances in which he is 
placed; a beginner.”100 William does not specify how far (in his recollection) 
Joseph had advanced beyond novice or beginner. But William also states 
that Joseph was then “illiterate to some extent,” suggesting his progress 
was limited.

Similarly, Emma Smith stated in 1879 that at the time of the Book 
of Mormon dictation, Joseph “could neither write nor dictate a coherent 
and well-worded letter.”101 Martin Harris also recalled that at the time, 
Joseph “could not spell the word February.”102 David Whitmer described 
Joseph as “a man of limited education and could hardly write legibly.”103

Joseph Smith recalled he was “deprived of the benefit of an education 
… I was merely instructed in reading, writing and the ground rules of 
arithmetic.”104 Biographer Richard Bushman estimated that Joseph “had 
less than two years of formal schooling.”105

John H. Gilbert, who typeset the Book of Mormon, remembered 
in 1881: “We had a great deal of trouble with it [the Book of Mormon 
manuscript]. It was not punctuated at all. They [Joseph Smith and 
Oliver  Cowdery] did not know anything about punctuation.” When 

	 99.	 Smith, “Notes.”
	 100.	 Compact Edition of the Oxford English Dictionary, 1:1951.
	 101.	 Joseph Smith III, “Last Testimony of Sister Emma,” Saints’ Herald 26, no. 19 
(October 1, 1879): 289–90.
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1901 (New York: Macmillan, 1902), 48.
	 103.	 David Whitmer in Cook, David Whitmer Interviews, 211.
	 104.	 Joseph Smith, “History, circa Summer 1832,” The Joseph Smith Papers, https://
www.josephsmithpapers.org/paper-summary/history-circa-summer-1832/1.
	 105.	 Bushman, Rough Stone Rolling, xx.
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asked: “Was he [Joseph Smith] educated?” he responded: “Oh, not at all 
then.”106

Sylvia Walker, who attended school with Joseph’s brother 
William Smith, recalled that he and the other children were “very poor 
scholars.”107 Able Chase reported in 1881 that the Smiths “were poorly 
educated, ignorant and superstitious.”108 None of Joseph Smith’s classmates 
remembered him as a star student, an avid learner, or as intellectually 
gifted.109

In an 1899 article, “The Origin of the ‘Book of Mormon,” published 
in American Anthropologist, Perry Benjamin Pierce summed up his 
research:

Joseph Smith Jr was at the time [of the Book of Mormon 
publication] twenty-four years of age. He was, according 
to some authorities, unable to read or write; by others it is 
asserted that while able to read and write to some extent he 
did so with difficulty. By no authority is it contended that he 
was in any respect more than very poorly educated . . . [He 
was] an uneducated, uncultivated, country boor of equivocal 
reputation and low origin.110

Contemporaries React to Joseph Smith as Author
When later asked how Joseph Smith created all the words of the Book 
of Mormon, several of his contemporaries speculated differently. In an 
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1879 conversation with Joseph’s brother-in-law Michael Morse (who 
married Emma’s sister Tryal), an interviewer related:

[Michael Morse] states that he first knew Joseph when he 
came to Harmony, Pa., an awkward, unlearned youth of 
about nineteen years of age . . . He further states that when 
Joseph was translating the Book of Mormon, he, (Morse), had 
occasion more than once to go into his immediate presence, 
and saw him engaged at his work of translation …
[When asked] whether Joseph was sufficiently intelligent and 
talented to compose and dictate of his own ability the matter 
written down by the scribes. To this Mr. Morse replied with 
decided emphasis, No. He said he [Morse] then was not at all 
learned, yet was confident he had more learning than Joseph 
then had.
[When asked] how he (Morse) accounted for Joseph’s dictating 
the Book of Mormon in the manner he had described. To this 
he replied he did not know. He said it was a strange piece of 
work, and he had thought that Joseph might have found the 
writings of some good man and, committing them to memory, 
recited them to his scribes from time to time.
We suggested that if this were true, Joseph must have had 
a prodigious memory — a memory that could be had only by 
miraculous endowment. To this Mr. Morse replied that he, of 
course, did not know as to how Joseph was enabled to furnish 
the matter he dictated.111

John H. Gilbert, the typesetter, similarly related:
Was he [Joseph Smith] educated, do you know?
“Oh, not at all then; but I understand that afterwards he made 
great advancement, and was quite a scholar and orator.”
How do you account for the production of the Book of 
Mormon, Mr. Gilbert, then, if Joseph Smith was so illiterate?
“Well, that is the difficult question. It must have been from 
the Spaulding romance--you have heard of that, I suppose. 
The parties here then never could have been the authors of 

	 111.	 William W. Blair to Editors Herald, May 22, 1879, Saints’ Herald 26 (June 15, 
1879): 190–91, https://archive.org/details/TheSaintsHerald_Volume_26_1879/page/
n189/mode/2up.



28  •  Interpreter 59 (2023)

it, certainly. I have been for the last forty-five or fifty years 
trying to get the key to that thing; but we have never been 
able to make the connecting yet. For some years past I have 
been corresponding with a person in Salt Lake, by the name 
of Cobb, who is getting out a work against the Mormons; but 
we have never been able to find out what we wanted.”112

In 1881, Manchester neighbor John Stafford recalled:
If young Smith was as illiterate as you say, Doctor, how do you 
account for the Book of Mormon?
“Well, I can’t; except that Sidney Rigdon was connected with 
them.”
What makes you think he was connected with them?
“Because I can’t account for the Book of Mormon any other 
way.”
Was Rigdon ever around there before the Book of Mormon 
was published?
“No; not as we could ever find out.”113

Similarly, when asked if her husband could author the Book of 
Mormon, Emma Smith replied: “Though I was an active participant in 
the scenes that transpired, it is marvelous to me, ‘a marvel and a wonder,’ 
as much so as to any one else.”114 Hiram Page, one of the Eight Witnesses 
of the Book of Mormon who left the Church in 1838, wrote in 1847: “As 
to the book of Mormon, it would be doing injustice to myself … to say 
that a man of Joseph’s ability, who at that time did not know how to 
pronounce the word Nephi, could write a book of six hundred pages, as 
correct as the book of Mormon.”115

These assessments from individuals personally acquainted with 
Joseph Smith question whether he could not have authored the Book 
of Mormon. Michael Morris believed Joseph memorized someone else’s 
writings, Gilbert supported the Spalding theory, John Stafford blamed 
Sidney Rigdon, and Emma Smith and Hiram Page implied supernatural 
assistance.
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Joseph Smith was Intelligent but Minimally Educated in 1829
The discussion above is not designed to portray Joseph Smith as illiterate 
or unintelligent in 1829 or at any time. McLellin and Webb commented on 
his intelligence, and multiple later accounts agree. Lawyer John S. Reed, 
who defended him in trials in Chenango and Broome counties in 1830, 
recalled in 1844: “He [Joseph Smith] was often spoken of as a young man 
of intelligence, and good morals, and possessing a mind susceptible of 
the highest intellectual attainments.”116 Baptized in 1840, Howard Coray, 
who knew Joseph in Nauvoo, remembered:

The Prophet had a great many callers or visitors, and he 
received them in his office where I was clerking, persons 
of almost all professions, doctors, lawyers, priests and 
people seemed anxious to get a good look at what was then 
considered something very wonderful: a man who should 
dare to call himself a prophet and announce himself as a seer 
and ambassador of the Lord. Not only were they anxious to 
see, but also to ask hard questions, in order to ascertain his 
depth. Well, what did I discover? … He was always equal to the 
occasion, and perfectly master of the situation; and possessed 
the power to make everybody realize his superiority, which 
they evinced in an unmistakable manner. I could clearly see 
that Joseph was the captain, no matter whose company he 
was in, knowing the meagerness of his education, I was truly 
gratified at seeing how much at ease he always was, even in 
the company of the most scientific, and the ready off-hand 
manner in which he would answer their questions.117

Similarly, Parley P. Pratt, who met Joseph Smith in 1830 and later 
became a member of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles, penned in 
1853: “His [Joseph Smith’s] intelligence [was] universal, and his language 
abounding in original eloquence peculiar to himself—not polished—
not studied—not smoothed and softened by education and refined by art; 
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but flowing forth in its own native simplicity, and profusely abounding 
in variety of subject and manner.”118

Alternatively, the primary focus of this paper is to demonstrate 
the problem with secularist theories that portray Joseph Smith as 
intellectually capable of producing the Book of Mormon using his 
1829 cognitive abilities. That he dictated every word to scribes is well 
documented historically.119 And based on that evidence, skeptics could 
then declare that he must have had the natural intelligence and abilities 
to accomplish the feat. For example, in 2019, Eran Shalev, chair of the 
history department at Haifa University, wrote: “Historians have long 
denied Smith the image of an ignorant rural boy who could not have 
acquired all the material that he would have needed to write The Book 
of Mormon.”120 But the case is more complex because little or no 
manuscript data (beyond the historical artifacts of the Original and 
Printer’s manuscripts of the Book of Mormon) supports Joseph Smith’s 
capacity to do so.121

Undaunted by this limitation, empiricists often speculate about 
when and where Joseph Smith supposedly gained the knowledge and 
training he would have needed to dictate a lengthy, complex, and refined 
book. However, among scholars, a theory derived almost exclusively 
from speculations will generally be less persuasive. If it contradicts the 
vast majority of available documentary evidence, its credibility should 
diminish further.
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Ironically, the popularity of Joseph Smith’s intellect theory 
continues among many observers today despite the lack of historical 
data supporting it. Whether evidentiary transparency can expose its 
weaknesses enough to impact its acceptance by skeptics remains to be 
seen.
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