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Smith indicated that he would publish more of the book of
Abraham later, but he was martyred before he was able to
do so. Concerning the potential length of the completed
translation, Oliver Cowdery once said that “volumes”
would be necessary to contain it (see Messenger and
Advocate, Dec. 1835, 236).

In addition to hieroglyphic writings, the manuscript also
contained Egyptian drawings. On 23 February 1842, the
Prophet Joseph Smith asked Reuben Hedlock, a professional
wood engraver and member of the Church, to prepare
woodcuts of three of those drawings so they could be
printed. Hedlock finished the engravings in one week, and
Joseph Smith published the copies (facsimiles) along with
the book of Abraham. Joseph Smith’s explanations of the
drawings accompany the facsimiles.

What Happened to the Mummies and the Papyri?

After the death of the Prophet Joseph Smith, the four
mummies and the papyri became the property of Joseph’s
widowed mother, Lucy Mack Smith. At Lucy’s death in
1856, Emma Smith, the Prophet’s wife, sold the
collection to Mr. A. Combs. Several theories have been
offered regarding what happened subsequently to the
mummies and the papyri. It appears that at least two of
the mummies were burned in the great Chicago fire of
1871 (see B. H. Roberts, New Witnesses for God, 3 vols.
[1909–11], 2:380–382).

In the early spring of 1966,
Dr. Aziz S. Atiya, a
University of Utah professor,
discovered several fragments
of the book of Abraham
papyri while doing research
at the Metropolitan Museum
of Art in New York City.
These fragments were
presented to the Church by
the director of the museum
on 27 November 1967. The 

current whereabouts of the other mummies and the other
portions of the papyri are unknown (see H. Donl Peterson,
“Some Joseph Smith Papyri Rediscovered (1967)” in Studies
in Scripture, Volume Two, 183–85).

What Is the Significance of the Book of Abraham?

The book of Abraham is an evidence of the inspired
calling of the Prophet Joseph Smith. It came forth at a
time when the study of the ancient Egyptian language
and culture was just beginning. The scholars of the 1800s
had scarcely begun to explore the field of Egyptology, and
yet, with no formal training in ancient languages and no
knowledge of ancient Egypt (except his work with the
Book of Mormon), Joseph Smith began his translation of
the ancient manuscripts. His knowledge and ability came
through the power and gift of God, together with his own
determination and faith.

The book of Abraham reveals truths of the gospel of Jesus
Christ that were previously unknown to Church members
of Joseph Smith’s day. It also casts a bright light upon
difficult passages found in other scriptural texts.

Abraham 1:1. The Chaldeans and the Egyptians

Ur, the birthplace of Abraham, is generally identified with
the modern town of Mugheir in present-day Iraq. It is about
150 miles (240 kilometers) from the Persian Gulf and
875 miles (1,400 kilometers) from Egypt. Although the
peoples of Chaldea and Egypt were separated geographically,
it appears that in the days of Abraham they shared religious
beliefs and practices.

Elder Mark E. Petersen, who was a member of the Quorum
of the Twelve Apostles, explained that Abraham “mentions
that the priest of Elkenah was also the priest of Pharaoh.
The altar [see facsimile 1, figure 4] was obviously specially
built for human sacrifice.

“How did this Egyptian infusion reach into Mesopotamia?
What was the priest of Pharaoh doing in Ur?

“At this time Egyptian influence was felt throughout the
Fertile Crescent [a geographic region that extends in a curve
from Egypt north into Mesopotamia, then east and south
again toward the Persian Gulf]. Much of the advanced
learning of the people of the Nile was exported abroad,
including some of their religious customs” (Abraham, Friend
of God [1979], 42–43).

Abraham 1:1. Abraham’s Early Years

Abraham may have known the prophet Noah. The biblical
chronology clearly indicates that Noah was alive during the
early years of Abraham’s life. In Abraham 1:19 the Lord
mentioned His covenant relationship with Noah in order
to teach Abraham about the covenant relationship the Lord
would have with him.
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