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The Ancient Owners of the 
Joseph Smith Papyri

Thanks to the work of Egyptologists over the past decades, in addi-
tion to knowing what texts the extant Egyptian papyri acquired by 

Joseph Smith in 1835 contain,1 we also know quite a bit about the ancient 
owners of the papyri. Because Joseph Smith incorporated Facsimiles 1 
and 3 of the Book of Abraham from vignettes or illustrations contained 
on a papyrus now designated P. Joseph Smith I, XI–X, the identity of the 
ancient owner of this papyrus may prove especially interesting. “From 
the names, titles, and genealogies written on the Joseph Smith Papyri, 
we know” the owner of this papyrus was a man named Hor (or Horos 
in Greek).2 Hor lived during “about the same time period as the Rosetta 
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Stone” (that is, around 200 BC) and was a priest or prophet of three 
Egyptian deities in the ancient city of Thebes.3 “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.”4

Being a priest or prophet in ancient Egypt had its privileges. For 
example, a prophet like Hor “had access to the great Theban temple 
libraries, containing narratives, reference works, and manuals, as well 
as scrolls on religion, ritual, and history.”5 Hor lived at a time when 
Egyptian religion was eclectic, with elements of “Greek, Jewish, and 
Near Eastern traditions” making their way into Egyptian culture.6 “The 
papyri owners also lived at a time when stories about Abraham circu-
lated in Egypt. If any ancient Egyptians were in a position to know about 
Abraham, it was the Theban priests.”7

The first god whom Hor served as a prophet was Amun- Re, whose 
magnificent temple still stands today. As a prophet of this god, Hor 

“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.”8

Hor was also a prophet of a god named Min- Who- Massacres- His- 
Enemies. This lesser- known god was a syncretized, or combined, deity 
drawing from the Egyptian god Min and the Canaanite warrior- god 
Resheph. “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 
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Figure 26. The hieroglyphs in this col-
umn contain the priestly titles of Horos, 
the owner of the papyrus. The text reads: 

“[Osiris, god’s father,] prophet of Amun-
Re, king of the gods, prophet of Min - 
Who -Massacres- His- Enemies, prophet 
of Khonsu, the one who is powerful 
in Thebes.” Image of P. Joseph Smith I 
© Intellectual Reserve, Inc. Courtesy 
Church History Library, The Church of 
Jesus Christ of Latter- day Saints. Hiero-
glyphic transcription and translation 
modified from Rhodes (2002), 21.
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the execration ritual that [Hor] would have performed as prophet of 
[Amun- Re].”9

Finally, Hor was a prophet for the god Khonsu (or Chespisichis in 
Greek). In this capacity he “was involved in a temple that dealt with heal-
ing people and protecting them from demons. 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 directions from God. The narrative also 
deals with the appearance of angels and God appearing in dreams to 
give instructions.”10

By knowing these details about Hor and his occupation we might 
be able to say something about the possibility of a text like the Book of 
Abraham having attracted his interest or having come into his posses-
sion, or at the very least why the illustrations from his papyri (Facsimi-
les 1 and 3) were used by Joseph Smith to illustrate the Book of Abraham.

As a priest in Thebes, Hor would have been highly literate and would 
have had access to texts about Abraham and other Jewish figures.11 As a 
prophet of Amun- Re, he would have had an interest in themes such as 
temple initiation, seeing God face- to- face, and creation. As a prophet of 
both Amun- Re and Min- Who- Massacres- His- Enemies, he would have 

“had a professional interest in . . . stories about slaughtering and then 
burning people on an altar.”12 Finally, as a prophet of the god Khonsu, 
he would have been attracted to a text that featured angels, contact with 
foreign lands, and a king who takes any woman he thinks is beautiful. 
These elements are, of course, prominent in the Book of Abraham.

9. Gee, An Introduction to the Book of Abraham, 61; compare John Gee, “Execra-
tion Rituals in Various Temples,” in 8. Ägyptologische Tempeltagung: Interconnections 
between Temples, Warschau, 22.–25. September 2008, ed. Monika Dolińska and Horst 
Beinlich (Wiesbaden, Ger.: Harrassowitz, 2010), 67–80; and Coenen, “Dating of the 
Papyri,” 1112–13.

10. Gee, Introduction to the Book of Abraham, 61–63; compare John Gee, “The Cult 
of Chespisichis,” in Egypt in Transition: Social and Religious Development of Egypt in 
the First Millennium BCE, ed. Ladislav Bareš, Filip Coppens, and Kvĕta Smoláriková 
(Prauge: Czech Institute of Egyptology, Charles University in Prague, 2010), 129–45.

11. Kerry Muhlestein, “Abraham, Isaac, and Osiris–Michael: The Use of Biblical Fig-
ures in Egyptian Religion, a Survey,” in Achievements and Problems of Modern Egyptology: 
Proceedings of the International Conference Held in Moscow on September 29–October 2, 
2009, ed. Galina A. Belova (Moscow: Russian Academy of Sciences, 2012), 246–59; Kerry 
Muhlestein, “The Religious and Cultural Background of Joseph Smith Papyrus I,” Jour-
nal of the Book of Mormon and Other Restoration Scripture 22, no. 1 (2013): 20–33.

12. John Gee, “Some Puzzles from the Joseph Smith Papyri,” FARMS Review 20, no. 1 
(2008): 128.



  205The Ancient Owners of the Joseph Smith Papyri

Further Reading

Gee, John. “The Ancient Owners of the Joseph Smith Papyri.” FARMS 
Report (1999).

———. “The Ancient Owners of the Papyri.” In An Introduction to the 
Book of Abraham, 57–72. Salt Lake City: Deseret Book; Provo, Utah: 
Religious Studies Center, Brigham Young University, 2017.

———. “Some Puzzles from the Joseph Smith Papyri.” FARMS Review 20, 
no. 1 (2008): 113–137, esp. 123–35.

Muhlestein, Kerry. “Jewish Migration and the Egyptian Priest Hor.” In 
Let’s Talk about the Book of Abraham, 10–16. Salt Lake City: Deseret 
Book, 2022.

———. “The Religious and Cultural Background of Joseph Smith Papy-
rus I.” Journal of the Book of Mormon and Other Restoration Scripture 
22, no. 1 (2013): 20–33.




