
When I decided to earn a doctorate in Egyptology at UCLA, 
I did not intend to study or explain issues surrounding the 

Book of Abraham. I was aware of various controversies but found 
them neither compelling nor interesting at the time. I was just fin-
ishing a master’s degree in biblical Hebrew and was most intrigued 
by the Exodus and its Egyptian connection. I was also fascinated by 
Egyptological issues in and of themselves. Thus I began my PhD 
program with no plans to spend time on anything associated with 
the Book of Abraham.

During my doctoral work, as I taught institute classes on the 
Pearl of Great Price, I found the message of the Book of Abraham to 
be increasingly powerful and gravitational. I could never escape the 
sense that I was just scratching the surface, that there was so much I 
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was not quite getting. The more I came to understand the messages 
of the Book of Abraham, the greater that feeling became.

Moreover, after a few years, various publications by other scholars 
came out on the topic I had chosen for my dissertation; it no longer 
seemed a viable focus for original research. While I was trying to 
decide on another dissertation topic, several events highlighted the 
need to look into some aspects associated with the Book of Abraham. 
A number of these events revealed that some Egyptologists held deep-
seated feelings against anything associated with that wonderful book.

To some degree, I can understand the negative feelings held by a 
few of my colleagues. Egyptologists are constantly bombarded with 
wild ideas about how to interpret aspects of Egyptian symbols and 
beliefs. This was particularly true of the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries, during which there was renewed interest in Egypt but a 
lack of academic ability to accurately understand ancient Egyptian 
culture.1 I believe that this fervor of interest was at least partially 
inspired of the Lord. It resulted in the sudden arrival of mummies 
and papyri in America—some of which contained the Book of 
Abraham and made their way to Joseph Smith. Many scholars view 
Joseph Smith as merely a part of this nineteenth-century fascination 
with Egypt.2 This perception leads to a particular focus on Joseph 
Smith’s use of Egyptian papyri.

To fully understand this perception, we must realize that except 
for Joseph Smith, none of those who claimed to be interpreting 
Egyptian artifacts during that time were even close to correct in their 
conclusions. If some of Joseph Smith’s religious contemporaries, 
such as Ann Lee, George Fox, or Alexander Campbell, claimed to 
have translated Egyptian papyri, I would not be inclined to give an 
ounce of credit to their claims. Egyptologists are used to this kind 
of assertion, but there is a significant difference between the claims 
of Joseph Smith and those of others from his era—Joseph still has 
millions of followers who accept his interpretations as correct. None 
of the others have any modern followers who believe in their ideas. 
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Because without God’s help no one in Joseph’s time and place could 
translate Egyptian, a few of my colleagues are amazed that anyone 
continues to believe that Joseph Smith could. They are joined, and 
perhaps spurred on, by people of other faiths who are bent on dis-
crediting the Prophet.

During the same period that I was being exposed to this rancor, 
I found a number of good people who had become blinded by those 
with such vitriol. There are many honest truth seekers, both in and 
out of the Church, who do not know what to make of the anti-
Mormon critics’ claims regarding the Book of Abraham. I came to 
realize that many members of the Church who struggled with issues 
surrounding the Book of Abraham are not necessarily people look-
ing for an excuse to leave the Church. Many had simply encoun-
tered well-written (though not necessarily well-documented or well-
researched) arguments against the Book of Abraham and did not 
know how to answer the questions posed by these arguments. They, 
like Joseph Smith before them, did not know how to respond to the 
war of words around them, but they still honestly sought for truth.

At this same time, I began corresponding with a few of our Chris-
tian brothers who were publishing against the Book of Abraham. I 
found that almost all of them had good intentions and were simply 
trying to do what seemed right to them. I think very few people 
are aware that the things they write about the Book of Abraham 
are based on incorrect information and bad assumptions. They are 
misled by the mistakes, lies, and trash put out by a few, and they 
unwittingly pass the misinformation along without really looking 
into their sources.3 They do this because they earnestly believe the 
things they read, not knowing that they too have been deceived.

Because people believe these incorrect assertions, their logi-
cal conclusion is that they must help others realize what they have 
learned. These good, caring men and women are generally unaware 
that they need to be disabused of the false assumptions and supposed 
facts they have encountered.
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All these factors convinced me that there was a real need for 
serious work to be done regarding the Book of Abraham, especially 
Egyptologically. I was aware that a few LDS scholars were working 
on this, most notably Michael D. Rhodes and John Gee.4 But I also 
became convinced that more needed to be done.

Human Sacri�ice in E�ypt and t�e Book o� Abra�am
One issue that intrigued me was based on intimations from some 

authors that human sacrifice did not exist in ancient Egypt.5 Egyp-
tologists largely denied the existence of the practice, sometimes with 
vehemence.6 I had always accepted this line of thought, until a fellow 
Latter-day Saint in my doctoral program, Val Sederholm, pointed 
out one possible instance of human sacrifice in Egyptian history.7 
Neither of us felt that proof of human sacrifice in Egypt was neces-
sary for the support of the Book of Abraham’s story about Abraham’s 
near sacrifice because Abraham made it clear that the priest who 
nearly sacrificed him represented an amalgamation of ancient Near 
Eastern religions (see Abraham 1:7). Some of the cultures repre-
sented certainly performed human sacrifice. Still, the whole concept 
of sacred violence fascinated me, so I set out to write my dissertation 
on the religious framework for sanctioned killing in ancient Egypt.8 
I did not have a particular axe to grind; I merely wanted to discover 
what had happened in Egypt regarding this matter.

For a year and a half, I dedicated almost all of my time—some-
times fourteen hours a day—to researching and writing about sacred 
violence in Egypt. What surprised me most was how well the Egyp-
tian culture I was discovering matched the culture painted by the 
Book of Abraham and also how this knowledge helped me to under-
stand various nuances of that book. Here I can give only the briefest 
synopsis of my findings.

While the Egyptians may have had some kind of regular pro-
gram of human sacrifice (slight bits of evidence suggest this but 
there is no conclusive evidence), at the same time they certainly did 
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believe there were certain circumstances in which the only appro-
priate response was to ritually slay someone.9 The most likely sce-
nario for this occurred when an individual disrupted the religious or 
political order. The Book of Abraham indicates that Abraham had 
been preaching against idolatry (a concept that lay at the heart of 
almost every aspect of Egyptian belief and culture) and that this led 
to the local priest trying to sacrifice him (see Abraham 1:5–7). A 
large corpus of noncanonical tradition about Abraham agrees with 
that picture.10

Not only did the pictures fit together, but they augmented each 
other. For example, I had always found it curious that most non-
canonical, ancient traditions held that Abraham was to be burned, 
while the Book of Abraham spoke of an altar—though it never speci-
fies how he was to be killed on the altar. Facsimile 1 indicates a knife 
was being used. What I found in the few cases of Egyptian sacrifice 
(human or not) about which we have details is that typically the 
sacrificial victim was struck with a blade and then burned.11 In hind-
sight, that makes perfect sense. It is much easier to burn someone or 
something that is already dead. Nearly all animal sacrifices are done 
this way. This is likely what was intended for Abraham as well, first to 
be struck with a knife while on an altar (as pictured on the facsimile) 
and then to be burned. Thus the Egyptian sources helped make sense 
of the various elements of the Abraham story.

I discovered that thoroughly and correctly performing Egyp-
tological research is a key to understanding the Book of Abraham. 
When we pull facts from carefully researched materials, they match 
perfectly with the information we receive from Joseph Smith. The 
picture the Book of Abraham paints dovetails neatly into the larger 
mural of Egyptian history and practice.

Findin� More Su��ort �or t�e Book o� Abra�am
Having found that Egyptology solved one issue critics used to 

try to discredit the Book of Abraham, I wondered what else my 
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discipline might offer in approaching and understanding that sacred 
volume. I was also intrigued by ancient ideas found within this book 
of scripture. As I started to look into various textual elements, I not 
only found answers, but I also discovered that others had been find-
ing these same answers. Many textual tidbits from the Book of Abra-
ham had found historical support. Let me provide one example.

Abraham talks about a particular spot around Ur and Haran; 
while there is some disagreement about where Abraham’s Ur actu-
ally was, most Latter-day Saint scholars who have considered the 
evidence provided in the Book of Abraham think that the most 
likely candidate is somewhere just east of Haran.12 Abraham names 
a spot nearby as the plains of Olishem (see Abraham 1:10). This is 
a name that no one had heard of during Joseph Smith’s day; but 
since the Book of Abraham uses a number of terms that no one has 
encountered elsewhere, Olishem did not stand out in any way at first. 
However, discoveries of ancient texts since Joseph’s day revealed two 
texts—one from before Abraham’s time and one roughly contem-
porary—name a location near Haran called Olishem.13 The chances 
that Joseph Smith would make up a fictional, outlandish place that 
turned out to be accurate in name, time, and location are too astro-
nomical even to be considered. I do not know how that fact could be 
interpreted as anything other than evidence that Joseph Smith was 
really translating an ancient document.

There are a number of foreign words in the Book of Abraham 
that we have found no ancient counterparts for—words such as 
Kae-e-vanrash, the explanation for figure 5 in Facsimile 2. Although 
this seems like evidence against the validity of the Book of Abraham, 
the case of strange words in the Book of Abraham is not unusual 
at all.14 This is also true of a number of Egyptian texts that date 
from the same time period as the papyri; we frequently encounter 
names and words that make no sense to us. At the same time, a 
number of words from the Book of Abraham have found very real 
and viable counterparts that support Joseph’s translations.15 These 
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words, coupled with the name Olishem lead us to the conclusion 
that good research has turned the book’s wording—once a subject of 
criticism—into a strength.

Quite recently I began another research avenue that shed more 
light on the Book of Abraham than I had expected. I was aware that 
some work had been done on the use of biblical names and stories in 
Egyptian religious texts,16 which interested me, especially because I 
excavate in Egypt in an area where there was a significant Jewish pres-
ence and where Christianity seems to have spread quite early. Because 
of my desire to understand the religio-cultural background that may 
have led to this quick conversion to Christianity, and because the 
Book of Abraham seems to have been owned by an Egyptian priest, 
I wanted to learn more about this topic. Hence, when the Russian 
Academy of Science invited me to participate in an Egyptological 
conference that would partially focus on intercultural interaction, 
I decided it was the perfect time to further investigate this topic.17

So I set out to further investigate a cultural phenomenon that 
might help me understand both the excavation and the history of 
the Joseph Smith Papyri better, not knowing where the evidence 
might lead. While I did Egyptological research, the evidence forced 
the conclusion that priests in Thebes had both biblical texts and non-
biblical stories about biblical figures in their possession by at least 
200 BC and that one of the characters they read the most about was 
Abraham. I presented this information18 at the conference, and it 
found universal acceptance, so much so that several specialists in the 
interaction between Jews and Egyptians from this time period sought 
me out after my presentation to tell me how much they agreed with 
my findings. The article has been solicited for publication in the pro-
ceedings, and I anticipate that within the next few years it will be 
published.

The striking thing is that, as will be discussed more fully below, 
the owner of Facsimile 1 was a priest from Thebes who lived about 
200 BC. This fact is perfectly complemented by the discovery that 
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priests from Thebes had Biblical texts by 200 BC. I have been force-
fully struck by how much the Egyptological evidence is in harmony 
with the Book of Abraham.

Faulty Assum�tions and t�e Source o� t�e Book o� Abra�am
One of the most pressing questions concerning the Book of Abra-

ham has to do with its very origin. What was the source of Joseph’s 
translation? This question became more important when the Metro-
politan Museum of New York revealed that it had obtained some of 
the papyri Joseph Smith had owned, including Facsimile 1. They gave 
these papyri—known as the Joseph Smith Papyri—to the Church, 
and fervor over the Book of Abraham ensued. The texts on these 
papyrus fragments were translated as versions of common Egyptian 
funerary texts. The text adjacent to Facsimile 1 was a copy of the 
Book of Breathings, a composition which was designed to help the 
deceased reach his desired goals in the afterlife.

Once the existence of the papyri had been made public, the 
immediate assumption was that text adjacent to Facsimile 1 must 
have been the text from which Joseph Smith translated the Book 
of Abraham. The idea that the text adjacent to Facsimile 1 was 
the source of the Book of Abraham was a tantalizing supposition. 
Because we now have the ability to translate such texts, this idea 
appealed to Mormons and non-Mormons alike; the former group 
anxious to have some palpable proof of the prophet’s inspiration and 
the latter wanting evidence against his revelatory ability. Although 
many in both groups are still unaware of it, their hopes were based 
on an assumption, and a problematic assumption at that. While at 
first glance it seems reasonable to assume that the text adjoining Fac-
simile 1 would be the place to look for the source of the Book of 
Abraham, there are many reasons to discard this assumption. The six 
most salient follow:

1. Even with modern publication software and technology, we 
often are not able to place an illustration right next to the text with 
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which it is associated. Hence when textbooks say “see figure 3.2,” that 
figure is often on a different page. Even with the sophisticated elec-
tronic layout abilities we have developed, when I ask my students how 
many of them have textbooks in which this is the case, almost every 
hand goes up. This dissonance between text and picture is even more 
pronounced with ancient papyri; it is common to find the picture 
(on Egyptian papyri we call them vignettes) some distance from the 
text.19 Such incongruity was especially endemic to the Ptolemaic era, 
the time period during which the Joseph Smith Papyri were created,20 
and to the type of text we find next to Facsimile 1.21 In this case, the 
Joseph Smith Papyri turns out to be exactly like most papyri of its day.

2. Furthermore, during the time period in which the Joseph 
Smith Papyri were created, it was common not only for the text and 
its accompanying picture to be separated from each other, but also 
for the wrong vignette to be associated with a text, or for vignettes 
and texts to be completely misaligned on a long scroll.22 The content 
of a vignette and the content of the text frequently lack any apparent 
connection.23 This is particularly common in Books of Breathing, 
the type of text which is adjacent to Facsimile 1 on the Joseph Smith 
Papyri.24

3. There is no known case of any vignette remotely like Facsimile 1 
that is associated with the type of text that is adjacent to it. No other 
copies of the Book of Breathings contain anything similar. Based on 
ancient parallels to the Book of Breathings, the most likely conclusion 
is that the picture next to the text was not associated with the text.

4. The Book of Abraham itself says that the fashion (or drawing) 
of the idolatrous gods is “at the beginning” (Abraham 1:14), pre-
sumably of the record or papyrus on which the text is recorded. This 
statement seems to indicate that the vignette depicting the altar and 
idols is not adjacent to the text, but some distance from it—at the 
beginning. We do not know whether it was Abraham or a later scribe 
who created the drawing and inserted the statement. Furthermore, 
in the oldest Book of Abraham manuscripts we have, this phrase was 
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inserted after the rest of the text was written, meaning that Joseph or 
his scribes likely inserted it as they were preparing to publish the text. 
We cannot tell who wrote this line.

5. A few accounts indicate that the source of the Book of Abra-
ham had some Hebrew characters on it.25 None of the fragments we 
have today contain any Hebrew characters. Thus we must conclude 
that the eyewitnesses were describing texts other than those we now 
possess.

6. Finally, eyewitness accounts from Joseph Smith’s day agree that 
the Book of Abraham was on the long roll. Through museum docu-
ments we can corroborate that the long roll was sold to the Chi-
cago museum. Unfortunately, it was destroyed by fire in 1871.26 The 
small portion on the outside of that roll seems to have been cut off 
and mounted for its protection (it is always the outermost edge of a 
scroll that is damaged the most, and Joseph must have felt that this 
damaged piece needed preservation efforts). Because this part of the 
scroll was glued to paper that dates back to the Kirtland period,27 and 
eyewitness accounts agree that the Book of Abraham was translated 
from the large roll after the fragments had been cut off,28 eyewit-
nesses of the papyri during the Nauvoo period did not think that the 
fragments we have today contained the Book of Abraham. Again, we 
are forced to conclude from the historical evidence at hand that the 
fragments we now have are not the source of the Book of Abraham.

Given the problems with the assumption that the text surround-
ing Facsimile 1 was the source of the Book of Abraham and the fact 
that we possess only a small percentage of the original papyrus roll 
on which Facsimile 1 was drawn (perhaps about 5 percent), we must 
conclude that it is most unlikely and foolhardy to insist that the text 
adjoining Facsimile 1 must be the text of the Book of Abraham. Yet 
critics insist on this faulty assumption.

This brings up the question of how much papyri Joseph Smith 
had, and especially how long the papyrus with Facsimile 1 might have 
been. The fragments we have today (which contain Facsimile 1 and 



Egyptian Papyri and the Book of Abraham

227

the adjacent text) consist of less than two feet when pieced together. 
But how long was the scroll originally, and did it contain the source 
of the Book of Abraham?

We know from eyewitnesses that Joseph had “two papyrus rolls, 
besides some other ancient Egyptian writings.”29 From the surviv-
ing papyri, we can identify five different ancient owners, indicat-
ing that there were at least five different sets of papyri. A variety of 
accounts establish that at least two of these were sizable scrolls. Other 
contemporary witnesses describe a number of fragments of papyrus 
contained under glass,30 a “long roll” reportedly containing the Book 
of Abraham,31 as well as “another roll.”32 Thus our available historical 
evidence establishes the existence of a fair-sized scroll, another longer 
scroll, and several other pieces of papyri. The bulk of the writing 
must have been on the two rolls of papyrus.

As to size, we can no longer be certain of the rolls’ length. Various 
methods have been attempted to ascertain their length, but the most 
accurate likely comes from John Gee’s application of a mathematical 
formula (which has been used by other Egyptologists)33 in which the 
circumference of the roll and how tightly it was wound can be used 
to calculate its original length. Employing this mathematical formula, 
Gee has estimated that the scroll anciently owned by Seminis (the 
shorter roll) would have been about twenty to twenty-four feet long.34 
The longer scroll (which contained Facsimile 1) was anciently owned 
by a priest named Horus. It is estimated to have been over forty-
two feet long.35 This combined evidence paints a convincing picture 
that Joseph Smith had a large quantity of papyrus in his possession. 
Because it is very common for a papyrus roll to have writing on both 
sides, a conservative estimate approximates over eighty feet of text on 
the roll that contained Facsimile 1. These findings indicate that we 
have only about 2.5 percent of what Joseph originally had. Clearly 
there was room for the Book of Breathings, the Book of Abraham, 
and a host of other texts on the long roll. During that time, it was not 
uncommon to have multiple texts on a single papyrus.
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T�e Kirtland E�y�tian Pa�ers
Some have supposed that an eclectic collection of papers, some-

times known as the Kirtland Egyptian Papers, prove that the text 
adjacent to Facsimile 1 was the source of the Book of Abraham. This 
argument stems from a few sheets of papers, two of which exhibit 
a small amount of Joseph Smith’s handwriting, that show Egyptian 
hieratic characters in the margin and paragraphs from the Book of 
Abraham written out next to them. Some have supposed this means 
that the long paragraphs of the Abraham text are a translation of the 
hieratic characters next to them. Since these characters seem to come 
from the hieratic text next to Facsimile 1 on the Joseph Smith Papyri, 
some have argued that Joseph was translating from the papyri we 
currently have when he gave us the Book of Abraham.

There are a number of problems with this interpretation: (1) As 
was clearly explained above, evidence indicates that these papyri were 
not the source of the Book of Abraham. Because eyewitness accounts 
lead us to conclude that the source was elsewhere on the scroll, the 
characters on the Kirtland Egyptian Papers must serve some other 
purpose. (2) Transcription errors in all of these copies clearly dem-
onstrate that these are not the original translation of the Book of 
Abraham. They are later copies of that book. If Joseph had originally 
written an Egyptian character in the margin and then either puzzled 
out or had the translation revealed to him, there would have been no 
need to continue to write down the original characters when making 
third or fourth copies of the scriptural text.36 (3) We can document 
that Joseph Smith was not in Kirtland when many of the Kirtland 
Egyptian Papers were created.37 (4) Both the fact that the hieratic text 
was apparently overwritten onto the English Book of Abraham verses 
and evidence of specific scribal practices suggest that the hieratic was 
a late addition.38 This indicates that they were written after the text 
had been completed, not copied beforehand and then translated.39

I do not understand the relationship between the Egyptian char-
acters and the rest of the papers. I think the evidence drives us to 
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conclude that the papers are not a record of the translation process, 
but I am at a loss to say what they might be a record of. Perhaps the 
Egyptian characters were placed beside the text to excite the minds 
of potential readers in hopes of increasing the book’s circulation; 
maybe they are merely a manifestation of the kind of fascination 
with languages and scripts we know W. W. Phelps often displayed.40 
Or the Egyptian figures could merely serve as fanciful and archaic 
bullet points. Probably none of these speculations are the answer. 
The important point is that the evidence we have does not support 
the conclusion that critics try to derive from these papers. In fact, it 
dictates that these conclusions are wrong.

T�e Aut�or o� t�e Book o� Abra�am
Both members of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints 

and those of other faiths have often assumed that the statement, 
“The writings of Abraham while he was in Egypt, called the Book of 
Abraham, written by his own hand, upon papyrus” (Book of Abra-
ham, heading) means that Abraham himself copied the writings onto 
the papyrus acquired by the Prophet Joseph. Critics have attacked 
this assumption because we can date the papyri we have, including 
Facsimile 1, to a time period after Abraham. We know exactly who 
the owner of this papyrus roll was, what his priestly offices and duties 
were, that he served and lived in Thebes, and the names of several 
generations of his family. The man who owned (and likely created) 
Joseph Smith Papyri fragments 1, 10, and 11 (which constitute the 
beginning of the roll that contains Facsimile 1) was Hor (Horus in 
its Greek form)—an influential priest in Thebes around the time of 
the creation of the Rosetta Stone (approximately 200 BC). His father 
was a governor of Thebes and held the same priestly position as his 
son. Horus would have been highly educated, literate, and likely 
conversant in several languages; he also would have had access to the 
great libraries of the temples in Thebes.41 I have already discussed the 
evidence showing that priests in Thebes during this time period had 
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access to stories about Abraham. Thus the owner of this papyrus was 
an educated priest who probably had access to information about 
biblical figures. Interestingly, one of his priestly roles was associated 
with Egyptian execration rituals, which sometimes involved human 
sacrifice—something akin to what Abraham describes in the Book of 
Abraham and what is depicted on Facsimile 1.42

Critics say that if this papyrus was written in the second century 
BC it could not possibly have been written by Abraham himself. In 
regard to this assumption, I ask, who said this particular papyrus 
was written by Abraham himself? The heading does not indicate that 
Abraham had written that particular copy but rather that he was 
the author of the original. What these critics have done is confuse 
the difference between a text and a manuscript. For example, many 
people have a copy of J. R. R. Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings; each has 
a manuscript copy of the text that Tolkien originally wrote. A text, 
regardless of how many copies of it exist in the world, is written by 
one author. However, each copy of that text is a manuscript.

The earliest known copies of the book of Isaiah date to hundreds 
of years after the prophet’s death. Yet this has not led to the conclu-
sion that Isaiah was not the author of the book of Isaiah. Clearly 
the manuscripts we have are copies of the original text that he wrote 
during his lifetime. We all know that when an author of the ancient 
world wrote something, if those writings were to survive or be dis-
seminated, the text had to be copied again and again and again, for 
generation upon generation. When the heading states that the text 
was written by Abraham’s own hand, it notes who the author is, not 
who copied down the particular manuscript that came into Joseph’s 
possession. If critics had carefully thought through this issue, they 
would never have raised it.

These issues also highlight the question of how the Book of Abra-
ham came to be in Egypt in the first place. There are a dizzying num-
ber of possibilities. Abraham himself was in Egypt, as was his great-
grandson Joseph and all of his Israelite descendants for hundreds of 
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years thereafter. After the Exodus, Israelites continued to travel to 
and live in Egypt. After the Babylonian destruction of Jerusalem, 
large groups of Jews settled in Egypt and created longstanding and 
thriving communities, even to the point that they built a temple. 
It was during this time period that Joseph Smith Papyri 1, 10, and 
11 were created. Copies of these papyri could have moved back and 
forth between Egypt and Israel during any of these eras.

Inter�retations o� t�e Facsimiles
The potential interpretations of the facsimiles are complicated 

and numerous, making it impossible to go into depth here regarding 
the many questions that arise in regard to the facsimiles. Yet some 
matters must be treated, especially one concerning attacks against 
the facsimiles based on a problematic assumption. Typically, people 
have asked how the Egyptians would have interpreted these draw-
ings and how that compares with the way Joseph Smith interpreted 
them. But this question is usually answered not by examining Egyp-
tian beliefs but instead by examining what modern Egyptologists 
say. This is understandable, as we do not have access to any ancient 
Egyptians. Yet we know that modern Egyptologists could be wrong 
concerning how Egyptians would have interpreted these drawings. 
For example, John Gee has demonstrated that the few times we have 
found Egyptian labels of various figures in hypocephali (drawings like 
Facsimile  2), the labels rarely match the labels Egyptologists gave 
the figures.43 Moreover, we Egyptologists often use poor methodol-
ogy when interpreting Egyptian symbols from the time period of 
the Joseph Smith Papyri. Most of our knowledge about what sym-
bols meant in ancient Egypt comes from the Eighteenth Dynasty, 
around 1500 BC. We then often apply these meanings to similar 
pictures from any time period. However, the Joseph Smith Papyri 
date from over one thousand volatile years later, and almost certainly 
the interpretations of many images changed during that period of 
time. Thus one problem with criticizing Joseph’s interpretations of 
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the facsimiles is that our only means of interpreting them is based on 
a faulty comparison.

Because of these problems, using modern Egyptologists’ interpre-
tations of the facsimiles to judge the validity of Joseph’s interpreta-
tions is ineffective. If we were to label Joseph’s interpretations as X, 
Egyptologists’ interpretations as Y, and what the ancient Egyptians 
believed as Z, most would like to say that if Joseph is correct, then X 
should equal Z. But to find out if X does equal Z, they compare X to 
Y. Because we do not know if Y is equal to Z, that comparison might 
be meaningless.

Furthermore, we cannot even be sure that the Egyptians would 
have known how to interpret the symbols in the Book of Abraham. 
We do know that, on many occasions, Abraham’s descendants took 
Egyptian elements of culture and applied their own meaning to 
them.44 Hence we must ask if we ought to be looking for a Jew-
ish interpretation rather than an Egyptian one. We must consider 
the possibility that the original artist first drew in a Jewish artistic 
style, but when an Egyptian recopied the drawing in the second cen-
tury BC, the artist redrew it according to his artistic customs. Then 
where should we look to know how to interpret these drawings?45 
It is apparent that there are serious problems with trying to verify 
Joseph’s explanations of the facsimiles by comparing them to Egyp-
tological explanations.

That being said, it is still worthwhile to see how the facsimiles fit 
into what we know of their Egyptian context; there is a chance we 
could learn something this way. We start with Facsimile 1. We have 
already established that it is not associated with the Book of Breath-
ings. But if it is not a Book of Breathings vignette, what is it?

Some have suggested that it is a typical embalming scene. Yet it is 
at least as different from embalming scenes as it is similar. The only 
similarities are that a person is on a lion couch with another person 
standing nearby. Others would suggest that the closest parallels of this 
scene are in the temple of Denderah and that the figure on the couch 
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ought to be associated with Osiris. Recently John Gee has closely 
examined these Denderah depictions. He has noted that only one of 
these has a winged figure in it, somewhat similar to Facsimile 1. This 
scene is accompanied by a text which says that Bastet, an Egyptian 
goddess not even pictured in the scene, “is your protection every day; 
she commands her messengers to slaughter your enemies.”46 Thus 
we find a perfect textual sibling for the closest iconographic match 
to Facsimile 1 in that both are about someone who was in danger 
and received protection. There are other similar texts accompanying 
similar scenes in Denderah.47 Other lion couch scenes at the temple 
include scenes of Anubis and the Sons of Horus defending someone 

Facsimile 1 of the Book of Abraham. Typically, people have asked how the Egyptians 
would have interpreted these drawings. But this question is usually answered not by 
examining Egyptian beliefs but instead by examining what modern Egyptologists say. 
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from his adversaries, or list Shesmu, a god associated with human 
sacrifice, as part of the scene.48 Accompanying texts describe the per-
son on the altar being killed, his confederates being stabbed, and “his 
flesh being ashes, the evil conspirator destined for the lion couch/
slaughterhouse, in order that he will no longer exist.”49 I remain 
unconvinced that the scenes at Denderah are real parallels to Fac-
simile 1, though they may be. Yet if critics insist on associating the 
two, they must also be willing to associate them with the sacrificial 
elements of the Denderah scenes—which only corroborate Joseph’s 
interpretation of this facsimile.

However, it should be noted that Facsimile 1 is unique in many 
ways.50 In this scene the figure is neither in mummified form, nor 
naked, as is the case in most of the supposed parallels. The figure on 
the couch has two hands raised, in a position that almost certainly 
denotes a struggle. And while one cannot tell this from the printed 
facsimile, on the original papyrus it is clear that the priest is standing 
between the altar and the legs of the person on that altar. In other 
words, the person on the altar is only part way on, because the priest 
is occupying the space between both of the victim’s legs and the altar. 
I can imagine no reason for this unless the person on the altar was 
trying to get off. If the priest were helping him get on the altar, he 
would not be between his legs. Clearly, this depiction is unique and 
denotes some kind of movement that is not found in any parallel.

Moreover, it is worth noting that we have found a papyrus 
depicting a person on a lion couch whom the Egyptians labeled as 
Abraham.51 Here we see that the Egyptians themselves associated the 
scene with Abraham.

As has already been discussed, the sacrificial story depicted in Fac-
simile 1, contrary to most publications, depicts something we have 
by now established to be congruent with practices within Egypt.52 
While Facsimile 1 is unusual in many ways, Joseph Smith’s interpre-
tation of it is corroborated by well-done Egyptological research.
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Similar arguments can also be made for the other two facsimiles. 
Egyptians themselves textually identified parallel scenes with Abra-
ham at some point in time.53 Each has elements that match up well 
with Joseph’s interpretations, and each has typically been very mis-
understood by critics. Some aspects of the facsimiles still puzzle me, 
but because I understand the relationship between my questions and 
revealed knowledge (see below) they do not trouble me. Thus far, 
any time something Egyptological has seemed at odds with revealed 
knowledge, careful Egyptological research has supported what I 
already knew through revelation. Egyptology is continually evolving 
and advancing. Every year we decide that something we previously 
taught is incorrect. Such is not the case with revealed knowledge. 
Hence, while I have a great deal of respect for knowledge gained 
through the tools and skills of my discipline, I do not find it as trust-
worthy as knowledge gained from the Holy Ghost.

Primacy o� Knowled�e
Here I have been able to address only a few questions about the 

Book of Abraham. But ultimately, one principle can answer all of the 
questions that are—or will be—connected with this book of scripture. 
This principle is understanding how to value various forms of learning.

While I was at UCLA studying for my PhD in Egyptology, I 
developed a sharp pain in my knee. It became so acute that I could 
wear only the loosest of pants, I could not kneel, and I flinched 
whenever my children moved toward my leg for fear that they might 
touch my knee. I could feel a small bump below the skin that was 
grinding against a nerve or something else. I went to see UCLA med-
ical school physicians. They tried to feel this bump themselves and 
took various kinds of X-rays and MRIs. Nothing showed up. None 
of the many doctors who saw me believed there was anything inside 
my knee; they thought it must be some other problem. Some even 
tried to treat other imagined problems. Finally I was referred to the 
head of orthopedic medicine, who said he was willing to make an 
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incision and see if he could find anything. Through this incision, he 
found a piece of cartilage that had been chipped off and had started 
to gouge the surrounding tissues. Its removal completely cured me.

The point of this story is that according to the best practices and 
technology available, there was nothing in my knee. Because most 
of the doctors would trust only what they themselves could feel or 
see or what technology told them, they did not believe there was an 
actual, physical object causing me pain. Yet with senses available to 
me but not to them, I could feel that something was inside me. That 
others could not detect it neither changed the fact that it was there 
nor the fact that I could feel it and be sure that it was there. It did 
not lessen the very real effects it had in my life. In the end, my senses 
(which were not available to empirical processes) were right.

I know that Joseph Smith was an inspired prophet through simi-
lar means. I have learned through senses available to me (but not to 
science or technology) that Joseph Smith was God’s prophet. The 
fact that others cannot prove this does not make it untrue or any 
less real to me. Therefore, it seems foolish to question the Book of 
Abraham because of anything that Egyptology might tell me. I know 
that during my lifetime Egyptologists will change their mind about 
most of the things they are so sure of now. Egyptologists know that 
they are quite often wrong. Yet that which I have learned from the 
Spirit has never been wrong. Why would I accord more weight to 
what Egyptology can tell me than to what prophets can? That would 
be like believing the doctors who told me there was nothing in my 
knee. I refuse to be so foolish.

Even with this surety, I am anxious to learn more about the Book 
of Abraham. I hope to do this both through personal revelation and 
through the inspiration that is available to my colleagues and myself 
as we apply our best efforts, training, and thinking. I have been for-
tunate that I have not been alone in my study of Egyptology and the 
Book of Abraham; many others have been pushing forward on this 
front, most notably John Gee and Michael Rhodes. I have enjoyed a 
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rich collaboration with these men and with others. We are currently 
in a period of intensive research regarding the Book of Abraham. It 
seems that each month yields new and exciting information. We are 
blessed to live in a time when answers and opportunities exceed our 
energies and time for continued research.

Most of the material on both sides of this issue has been filled with 
poorly done work. Some Latter-day Saints have offered arguments to 
support the Book of Abraham that are just as riddled with prob-
lems as the arguments they were attempting to refute. We have been 
especially sloppy in our efforts to find proof of the book’s legitimacy 
through parallel materials, and I think we have done as much dam-
age as good in many of these attempts. Perhaps the worst work has 
been done by well-meaning Latter-day Saints who genuinely want to 
understand the Gospel more fully and somehow come to the conclu-
sion that a bad understanding of Egyptian religion and symbols will 
help them come to a better understanding of the true Gospel. Such 
practices have been used in both print and verbal teachings. In regard 
to this, we need to do better.54

And yet there are many things we are doing well.55 I anticipate 
that Latter-day Saints will do increasing amounts of good Egyptol-
ogy over the next ten to twenty years. It has been my experience that 
when we do thorough Egyptology correctly, what we learn supports 
things that many of us already believe and often allows us to expand 
our understanding just a little. Such studies contain many findings 
that confirm faith. Though there are many questions to be answered, 
the years ahead look promising.
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