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chapter 5

The Ancient Owners 
of the Papyri

For the most part, modern scholarly focus on the Joseph 
Smith Papyri has been on their content and their travels in modern 
times. Anciently, however, the papyri were made for specific individu-
als who have left some record about themselves. Knowing something 
about those individuals helps us understand the papyri better.

The papyri were buried with mummies and so are called “funer-
ary” papyri, even though the label is somewhat misleading. Many dif-
ferent texts—including collections of proverbs or temple rituals, and 
sometimes financial accounts—could be buried with an individual. It 
took time, effort, and money to have a papyrus document made, and 
to be buried with an illustrated document meant that the individual 
(or his or her family) had a great deal of money.

An entire industry of minor priests called choachytes arose to 
provide services connected with burials. Certain priests called tary-
cheutes would be responsible for the mummification of the deceased. 
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and end and so we have neither a full list of titles nor a full genealogy  
for her. The genealogy and list of titles along with other documenta-
tion allows us a fuller understanding of the owners.

The owner of Joseph Smith Papyri I, XI, and X was Horos. He 
left enough information to identify himself as a specific individual, 
because although his name was common, he had a very unusual title. 
Another papyrus that he owned is now in the Louvre. Other texts 
allow the reconstruction of Horos’s family for many generations, 
from his great-grandfather to his great-great-great-grandson who 
lived during the reign of Cleopatra the Great. This reconstructed 
genealogy allows for some rough dating of the family over a two- 
hundred-year period. Horos himself dates to about the same time 
period as the Rosetta Stone, and his papyri show the use of three 
different scripts—hieroglyphic, hieratic, and demotic—two of which 
appear on the Rosetta Stone. Horos would thus have lived, and per-
haps died, during the civil war which is mentioned in the Rosetta 
Stone, when Horonnophris and Chaonnophris rebelled against the 
Ptolemies. 

The documents also permit us to say something about Horos. 
He served as prophet in three different temples in the Karnak temple 
complex. He was prophet of Amonrasonter at the main Karnak tem-
ple, prophet of Min-who-massacres-his-enemies at the Montu tem-
ple on the north of the main complex, and prophet of Chespisichis to 
the southeast of the main complex. As prophet, he was a spokesman 
for various gods, who interacted with prophets on a regular basis. As 
a prophet, Horos had been initiated into the temple’s sacred places, 
which represented heaven, and had promised to maintain strict 
standards of personal conduct and purity. He also would have had 
administrative functions over the cult of those deities in that district. 

The ancient owners of the papyri were among the most literate 
and educated people of Ptolemaic Egypt. They had access to the great 

The body was then given to the choachytes, who placed the mummies 
in tombs. The choachytes would periodically visit the tomb and give 
offerings and libations to the deceased and offer prayers. This con-
tinued as long as the family funded the activity. Generally only the 
wealthy could afford the services of choachytes.

The term priests is ambiguous, for it can refer to both those who 
strictly held the office of priest and those who held any sort of priestly 
office. There were generally three levels of priestly personnel: proph-
ets, divine fathers, and priests. Prophets and divine fathers were full-
time positions and were paid significantly better wages than priests. 
Priests were a part-time office that served one month in four with the 
other three devoted to another occupation. Prophets had administra-
tive responsibilities over an entire region or nome. Divine fathers had 
administrative responsibilities over a town. 

In Ptolemaic Egypt, prophets and divine fathers were often 
extremely wealthy. They typically had two sources of income. The 
first was their own land holdings, which were usually in the middle 
level of such holdings, which alone placed them in the upper middle- 
class. The second was their salaries for exercising their priestly offices. 
These were considerable as the temples owned huge tracts of land 
that they leased out to farmers in return for a share (usually a third) of 
the produce. Priestly offices were generally hereditary, and although 
one had to pay a fee to become a priest, the earnings from the office 
usually repaid the fee.

From the names, titles, and genealogies written on the Joseph 
Smith Papyri, we know their ancient owners were Egyptian priests 
who lived in Thebes in Egypt. The surviving fragments of the Joseph 
Smith Papyri come from two papyrus rolls. Only one of these pre-
serves the beginning of the manuscript which contains the name, 
titles, and full genealogy of the owner. His name was Horos. The 
other document, belonging to Semminis, is missing both its beginning 
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Theban temple libraries, containing narratives, reference works, and 
manuals, as well as scrolls on religion, ritual, and history. Ptolemaic 
Thebes had a sizable Jewish population; some of them served as the 
tax collectors. The Egyptian religion of the time was eclectic. Foreign 
elements like deities and rites—including those from the Greek reli-
gion and Judaism—were added to Egyptian practices. The papyri 
owners also lived at a time when stories about Abraham circulated 
in Egypt. If any ancient Egyptians were in a position to know about 
Abraham, it was the Theban priests.

As prophet of Amonrasonter, Horos would have gone into the 
holy of holies and would have encountered the statue of the deity face 
to face. He also would have participated in the daily execration ritual, 
in which a wax figure of an enemy was spat upon, trampled under the 
left foot, smitten with a spear, bound, and placed on the fire. He also 
would have known a creation account that starts with God creating 
light and then separating out the dry land from the water, followed 
by the creation of multiple gods who together plan the creation, cause 
the sun to appear, and vanquish evil.1

As prophet of Min-who-massacres-his-enemies, Horos was a 
prophet of a foreign deity, Resheph, adopted by Egyptians. This deity 
was worshipped by performing human sacrifice in effigy. Two rituals 
are known for certain: one involves the subduing of sinners by binding 
them, and the other involves slaying enemies and burning them on an 
altar. These rituals seem to have also been part of the execration ritual 
that Horos would have performed as prophet of Amonrasonter. 

As prophet of Chespisichis, Horos was involved in a temple 
that dealt with healing people and protecting them from demons. 

1.  For the use of the Esna cosmology (Esna III 206) at Karnak in Ptolemaic 
times, see Urk. VIII 105.

 Joseph Smith Papyrus XI. The beginning of Horos’s Document of Breath-

ings Made by Isis. The right-hand column contains the instructions for 

the use of the document. The left-hand column contains the beginning 

of the text. © Intellectual Reserve, Inc.
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The founding narrative of this temple deals with a pharaoh who had 
extensive contact with far-flung foreign lands, who takes any woman 
he thinks is beautiful as a wife, and who asks for and receives direc-
tions from God. The narrative also deals with the appearance of 
angels and God appearing in dreams to give instructions. 

Egyptian priests of the Ptolemaic period were often buried with a 
variety of different texts all written on the same papyrus roll, one after 
the other, or with different texts on different rolls. Such is known to 
be the case with Horos. We know that he was an innovator, inter-
ested in new and unusual textual compositions. He was buried with 
two scrolls that had various vignettes (the term that Egyptologists 
use for the illustrations accompanying texts on papyrus scrolls). We 
know that more than half of the vignettes he included were placed 
with texts that did not go with them. At the time, artists occasionally 
mismatched the genders of the figures in the vignettes. The vignettes 
in Horos’s papyri are known to have that specific feature. 

The other owner of surviving texts from the Joseph Smith Papyri 
(II–IX) was Semminis, whose mother was Eschons. Semminis was 
the chantress of Amonrasonter at Karnak, which seems to be the 
highest female priestly office at Karnak but may mean merely that she 
was married to a prophet. Lack of positive unique identifiers makes it 
difficult to distinguish Semminis from or identify her with any other 
Semminis in Ptolemaic-period Thebes. So, ironically, though more 
of her papyrus is preserved than Horos’s, we actually know less about 
her. 

Knowing something about the ancient owners for whom the 
papyri were made puts us in a better position to understand what was 
actually on their papyri.

 The main temple complexes at Karnak. Horos was a prophet in 

the Temple of Amunrasonter and the Temple of Chespisichis and a 

prophet of one of the deities in the Temple of Montu.
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The Bentresh Stele, one of the only surviving doc-

uments from the temple of Chespisichis in Karnak. 

The stele probably dates to the reign of Ptolemy IV. 

It tells how a past pharaoh had dealings with far-

flung foreign countries and took as wife any woman 

who caught his fancy. It also tells about how he 

was visited with plagues, dreams, and angels to per-

suade him to return things to their rightful place. 

Louvre C 284, Louvre Museum, courtesy of Wikimedia 

Commons.
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