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chapter 6

The Contents of the 
Joseph Smith Papyri

The existing Joseph Smith Papyri are fragments of two 
ancient papyri that belonged to Horos, son of Osoroeris, and Sem-
minis, daughter of Eschons.

Horos’s scroll contained an introductory genealogy, an unusual 
picture, and a text which the Egyptians called “Letter of Fellowship 
made by Isis for her brother Osiris,” but which scholars usually call 
the “Document of Breathings Made by Isis” or “Book of Breathings.” 
The scroll may have contained another text; a quarter of the manu-
scripts of the Documents of Breathings Made by Isis do, and some 
evidence from the nineteenth century indicates that this might have 
been the case. The evidence, however, is not straightforward. Thus, if 
Horos’s scroll did contain another text, we now have no way of deter-
mining what that text was.

The Document of Breathings Made by Isis is a letter of recom-
mendation or passport written to allow the possessor to enter the 



introduction to the book of abraham the contents of the joseph smith papyri 7574

example, the abbreviated version will only contain part of a sentence. 
At other times, entire sections of text are left out. Because religious 
texts from another culture (particularly one from more than two mil-
lennia ago) tend to be obscure anyway, the abridged nature of the text 
compounds that problem, and large gaps in the papyrus compound 
it even further. Modern translators of the Joseph Smith Papyri have 
faced a difficult quandary. They can translate what is actually there—
an abbreviated text that has large holes in it—and produce a transla-
tion that makes no sense to the reader, or they can translate the fuller 
versions and produce something that makes more sense because it 

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

of Breathings 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.

presence of the gods and join their company. The document describes 
itself as an initiation designed to revive body and soul, renew the body, 
and make the individual appear in heaven.

Horos’s version of the Document of Breathings Made by Isis is 
notable for two things. First, it is the earliest known manuscript for 
this document. Second, it is actually an abbreviated version of the 
text. Abbreviated versions of other types of documents of breathing 
are known, but Horos had the only known abbreviated version of 
the Document of Breathings Made by Isis. The abbreviated versions 
presume a knowledge of the full version of the text. Sometimes, for 

Joseph Smith Papyrus X. This contains a continuation of 

Horos's Document of Breathings Made by Isis. © Intellectual 

Reserve, Inc.
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The door warden of the temple of Amon, Inaros, presents 

offerings to Osiris, Isis, and the four sons of Horus. Louvre  

N 3387, Louvre Museum. Wikimedia Commons.

is a translation of the text, though not a translation of the particular 
manuscript that they are supposedly translating. Most translators 
have chosen the second option, and so most purported translations 
of the Joseph Smith Papyri are not actually translations of the Joseph 
Smith Papyri.

Semminis’s scroll contained a Book of the Dead. Originally a very 
long scroll, it was greatly reduced, and only fragmentary pieces ever 
reached Joseph Smith. What we call the Book of the Dead the Egyp-
tians called the “Daytime Excursion” or “Daytime Ascension.” The 
Book of the Dead served as a protection for the bearer. It describes 
its purpose as aiding the spirit in becoming exalted, ascending to and 
descending from the presence of the gods, and appearing as whatever 
wanted, wherever wanted.

The sections of Semminis’s Book of the Dead in the Joseph 
Smith Papyri cover part of the introductory chapter, some of the 
texts dealing with Semminis’s being able to appear as various birds 
or animals, texts allowing her to board the boat of the supreme god 
and meet with the council of the gods, texts providing her with food 
and other good things and making her happy, and a text asserting her 
worthiness to enter into the divine presence.

The contents of the papyri do not seem to match the Book of 
Abraham. The relationship between the Joseph Smith Papyri and the 
Book of Abraham now needs to be considered.
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original publication of his book, thousands of texts closer in time to 
the Joseph Smith Papyri have become available. The second edition 
of the book, published after Nibley’s death, did not revise the text to 
reflect these new sources.
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