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on the lotus before him. Behind him is the Devourer who eats the condemned
hearts. Below is the scales on which the heart of the deceased is weighed
against the feather of truth. Behind the Devourer is Thoth who records the
verdict, and on the right Ma'at, goddess of truth, leads in the deceased. Above
is a row of assessors.

PHOTOS 5 AND 6

The titles I have quoted above are without strict regard to the preserved
writing.
The papyri need to be carefully cleaned and straightened and then rephotographed with care to illuminate the under side somewhat to eliminate
all shadows in cracks and breaks, which can frequently look just like writing.

A TENTATIVE APPROACH TO THE
BOOK OF ABRAHAM
Richard P. Howard, Church Historian
Reorganized Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints
During the 1830's John Whitmer wrote, in connection with the ancient
Egyptian records purchased by the church in July 1835 from Michael H.
Chandler,
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. . . Joseph the Seer saw these records and by the revelation of Jesus
Christ could translate these records which gave an account of our forefathers. Much of which was written by Joseph of Egypt who was sold
by his brethren. Which when all translated will be a pleasing history
and of great value to the Saints.1
Oliver Cowdery described the papyri as "the Egyptian records, or rather
the writings of Abraham and Joseph. . . ." He further observed:
The evidence is apparent upon the face, that they were written by
persons acquainted with the history of the creation, the fall of man,
and more or less of the correct ideas of notions of the Deity. The representations of the god-head — three, yet in one, is curiously drawn to
give simply, though impressively, the writers views of that exalted personage. . . . The inner end of the same roll, (Joseph's record,) presents
a representation of the judgment: At one view you behold the Savior
seated upon his throne, crowned, and holding the sceptres of righteousness and power, before whom also, are assembled the twelve tribes of
Israel, the nations, languages and tongues of the earth, the kingdoms
of the world over which satan is represented as reigning, . . . Be there
little or much it must be an inestimable acquisition to our present
scriptures, fulfilling, in a small degree the word of the prophet: For
the earth shall be full of the knowledge of the Lord as the waters cover
the sea.2
Joseph Smith, Jr., concurred in Cowdery's estimate of the great spiritual
value of these ancient documents, and of their direct relationship to both
Abraham and Joseph.
I . . . commenced the translation of some of the characters or hieroglyphics, and much to our joy found that one of the rolls contained
the writings of Abraham, another the writings of Joseph of Egypt, etc.,
— a more full account of which will appear in their place, as I proceed to examine or unfold them. Truly we can say, the Lord is beginning to reveal the abundance of peace and truth.3
Nearly seven years later, in 1842, Joseph Smith, Jr., published the result
of his "translation" activity in these papyri, but in his introduction to the
text he more conservatively cited the material as. "purporting to be the writings of Abraham" (italics mine).4
In July 1862 the Reorganized Church published the Book of Abraham in
its monthly periodical with no editorial comment and without the introduction given it in 1842 by Joseph Smith.5 Twenty-one months later that same
issue of the True Latter Day Saints' Herald was reprinted, along with other
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back issues, and the publishers ran a small notice concerning the availability
of the Book of Abraham by this means:
The Book of Abraham was published in the Herald, in No. 1 of Vol.
3. That number has been republished, and is now for sale. Price 10
cents.0
Thirty-two years later two officials of the Reorganized Church published
the following observation on the Book of Abraham:
The church has never to our knowledge taken any action on this
work, either to indorse or condemn; so it cannot be said to be a church
publication; nor can the church be held to answer for the correctness
of its teaching. Joseph Smith, as the translator, is committed of course
to the correctness of the translation, but not necessarily to the indorsement of its historical or doctrinal contents.7
This conservative position stemmed from a knowledge of the doctrinal
content and implications of same in the Book of Abraham, and has generally
represented the sentiment of the church leaders and membership since that
time.
However, several developments since 1896 indicate the need for a more
definite, if tentative, statement on the part of the Reorganized Church. These
developments seem to require forthright clarity in the direction of questioning
the 1835-1842 linguistic skill of Joseph Smith, Jr., as a translator of ancient
Egyptian symbols. This is true especially in the light of the fact that the contributions of the great pioneer Jean Francois Champollion (1790-1832), relating to the deciphering of the inscriptions on the Rosetta Stone and to ancient
Egyptian philology generally, were not known in the western hemisphere
sufficiently by 1842 so as to have helped Joseph Smith, or any other American,
develop proficiency in this field. And while Joseph Smith's history mentions
his 1836 classwork in Hebrew, he makes no mention of formal instruction in
Egyptian, and alludes in this connection only to his preparation of an Egyptian alphabet and grammar. The basis for this work is not specified.
The first development was the publication of a pamphlet by the Episcopal Bishop of Utah in 1912,8 based on the work of eight prominent Egyptologists, scattered from Chicago to Munich. Spalding had sent them copies of
the three well-known facsimiles published along with the Book of Abraham
by Joseph Smith in Times and Seasons in 1842. Spalding had requested each
to interpret the symbols and comment upon the accuracy of the interpretations of them offered by Joseph Smith. The Egyptologists complied with
Spalding's request and submitted their interpretations and appraisals. While
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tations of the facsimiles published by Joseph Smith, Jr. Therefore, since 1912
serious students of this subject have had to consider the probability that
Joseph Smith had erred at many significant points in his interpretations of
the drawings on the papyri, from part of which the text of the Book of Abraham itself was apparently derived The implication of this is that if Joseph
Smith erred in assessing the meanings of the papyri drawings, there is a strong
likelihood that his interpretations of the ancient Egyptian language symbols
on the papyri were inaccurate also.
A second development underscores this possibility: the publication in
1966 of a reproduction of a document known as Joseph Smith's "Grammar
and Alphabet of the Egyptian Language." Until recently this document was
available to only a few scholars at the Archives of the Church of Jesus Christ
of Latter-day Saints, Salt Lake City, Utah. However, Jerald Tanner of Salt
Lake City managed to obtain a microfilm of this document and published
enlarged prints from this film.9 This reproduction, if of an authentic original,
demonstrates significant connections between some words in it and identical
words used by Joseph Smith in his interpretations accompanying the three
facsimiles as published in 1842. It follows that if modern Egyptologists have
or might yet clearly establish the inaccuracy of Joseph's interpretations of the
three facsimiles, and if further research confirms the link already observed
between Joseph's facsimile interpretations and his "Grammar and Alphabet of
the Egyptian Language," then the reliability of the Book of Abraham as a
translation of ancient records could no longer safely be maintained.
The third development has implications largely for the future. This is
the widespread dissemination of splendid reproductions of the recently discovered eleven Egyptian papyri. At least two of these clearly relate to the
Book of Abraham facsimiles first published by Joseph Smith. This relationship is all the more firmly established by the presence, among the papyri, of
a certificate of sale of the papyri to Mr. A. Combs by L. C. Bidamon, Emma
Smith Bidamon and Joseph Smith III, dated May 26, 1856.10 This certificate,
both in content and in signatures, appears to be authentic. The significance
of the distribution of these documents is that now, more information than
ever is available for Egyptologists' translation and further comparison with
Joseph Smith's facsimiles and his "Egyptian Grammar and Alphabet." Should
this occur, and should their translations of these ancient papyri be published,
evidence of great consequence would then bear upon a fuller assessment of the
relative merits of the Book of Abraham as representative of either his (Abraham's) writings or of writings about him.
If the present-day Egyptologists' work on these ancient papyri tends to
confirm the conclusions of their 1912 predecessors, proponents of the Book of
Abraham will be drawn to a revision of their present estimate of the meaning
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