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The

Unknown
Abraham
By Dr. Hugh Nibley

Because of widespread interest in the relationship of the Book of Abraham
and the recently discovered Joseph Smith Egyptian papyri (see Era, January and
February 1968), and in an effort to keep readers up-to-date with Dr. Nibley’s
penetrating and incisive analysis of this relationship, this series’ monthly space
will be enlarged and the series will be treated as a special supplement for Era
readers. Through enlarged sections of Dr. Nibley’s research, readers will also be
better able to see the flow of discussion and understand the author’s findings.
Beginning with this issue, “A New Look at the Pearl of Great Price” will be
found at the end of the magazine, until the series’ anticipated completion sometime in 1970.

• First of all, there lies the king on
the lion-couch in the adyton. He is
defeated and beaten, hiding out from
his opponent.107 “It is a moment of ex
treme distress . . . the god has fallen
beneath the blows of the evil one,”108
exhausted; he is “the Weary One who
sleeps,”109 “the Lord of sleep upon his
bed”—the lion-couch.110 Not only must
Osiris face serious charges brought
against him by relentless and wellequipped enemies,111 but they also do
their best to do him physical harm: W.
Cermak has commented on the really
terrifying nature of the ordeal that an
Osiris-initiate had to pass through.112
Here are some pictures of the young
king in the formal attitude showing
him to be “the prey of a holy terror”
as he sits on a throne representing both
the horizon and an altar “on the eve

July 1969

of reigning or the threshold of Hades”—
which shall it be? It is the moment of
decision: “a guide of redoubtable name
and terrifying aspect,” wearing a “lion
mask and bearing a huge sacrificial
knife,” with a majestic gesture beckons
the prince to follow him across “the
threshold of the other world . . .
through the door which conceals the
agonizing mystery of the beyond.”113
It is enough to scare anybody—and no
tice the lion-motif. So everybody is
feeling bad—our side has lost; with
fear and despair comes the bitterness
of hell;114 it is a time of mourning: the
two ladies, Isis and Nephyths, are weep
ing at the head and foot of the lion
couch; Anubis appears with oil and
bandages to embalm the dead and an
nounces his horror and grief at the
great crime that has taken place.113

It is all over—the earth has opened its
mouth to receive Osiris.116
But hold on! There is still a tiny
spark of hope: the Great Sleeper may
be exhausted and inert, but still, as
G. Thausing puts it, “he is not dead
but sleepeth.”117 Like the moon “the
Lord of sleep upon his bed . . . never
sleeps, he never comes to rest,”118 but
fades only to appear again, “young on
the day of the new moon, repeating the
illuminations of the left eye. . . ,”119
Equally reassuring is the example of
the sun, who “only dies to be reborn”
at the New Year,120 and of the grain
which springs up anew from the fallow
earth, as you see in these so-called
Osiris-beds—real beds with real grain
growing on them in the form of a man,
life-sized: these have been found per
fectly preserved in some tombs.121 The
same texts that announce the death of
the king are quick to give encourage
ment—he is “justified . . . qualified to
become a divine youthful Osiris,”
eligible for renewal;122 if he has run
and hidden from his relentless enemy,
he will soon return younger and
stronger than ever, to certain victory.123
Even as they weep for the king in the
tomb, the mourners diligently search
for him—they haven’t given up hope
after all;124 everyone has a premoni
tion that the show is not over;125 “. . .
he perishes only that he may live .. .
and so he wants to die in order to be
born!”126 Here is a stele from Buto
that pretty well sums up the whole
drama. It is addressed to the pilgrims
who come from far and near to cele
brate the rites “in the Field of God
when the plants are green,” gathered
“to worship during the festival of Horus
[in this text he is designated as Min],
and to bring succor to Min when he
goes forth to his bed. . . .”
Jane: What’s succor?
Mr. Jones: To rescue. You see, all
these people have come to a special
field or plain—the inscriptions always
say this particular rite takes place “in
the Field”—to save some divine person
from some danger connected with a
bed. Let us read on: “. . . at the time
when all those who stand before the
sleeping place [or lying-down place]
are trembling because they see the dan
ger he is in. But he escapes unharmed;
he who was discouraged and paralyzed
raises himself, seizes the spear and at
tacks his enemies. . . .”127
Dick: How does he manage that?
Mr. Jones: Canon Drioton explains
that his supporters suffer for him—the
substitute motif again. But always
there comes a wonderful and exciting
moment when all the actors’ roles are
suddenly reversed. After the awful
ritual hush comes the cry of joy. What
(Text continues on p. 100)
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In reference to Fac. No. 1, Fig. 1:
The lion-couch scenes most closely
matching that in Joseph Smith
Papyrus No. 1 (Fac. 1) all repre
sent episodes of a larger drama
involving tiie lion-couch in a num
ber of different situations. Here is
a typical sequence in which the
dead is first seen lying inert but
next appears bestirring himself
and beginning to rise up from the
couch. In such scenes it is always
a hawk who liberates the dead
man by his potent magical ges
tures or with his spear or club that
beats down the adversary (see il
lustration in Era, May 1969, p.
87). In this scene the hawk is
described as the one who avenges,
vindicates, or rescues his father.
The point is that the delivering
"angel” is a hawk.
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In reference to Fac. No. 1, Fig. 1, "The Angel of the
Lord”: In the many representations of a bird flying
over a figure on a lion-couch, the bird almost always
has a bird’s head instead of a human head. This seems
to disturb Egyptologists, who prefer a human-headed
Ba-bird to something else. Professor T. G. Allen refers
to this figure as one having "an unerased hawk’s
head.” This particular vignette accompanies Chapter
85 of the Book of the Dead, in which the deceased
prays to be delivered from a sacrificial death.

V

In Reference to Fac. No. 1, Fig. 2, “Abraham fastened upon an
altar”: This reproduction of an archaic funeral rite shows the lion
couch figuring in a variety of situations or episodes. The elaborate
ritual here illustrated has never been explained to everybody's satis
faction, and shows that we are dealing here with a very obscure
and complicated business.

In reference to Fac. No. 1, Fig. 2: The central panel from the shrine
of Opet closely resembles the composition of Papyrus No. 1. The
most recent studies of this figure (by Varille, Uphill, and others)
agree that the man on the couch is not being embalmed but is
plainly in the act of arising from the couch. The bird represents
his father, his mother, his son, and himself! This should be a warn
ing against the dogmatic simplicity with which scholars have sought
to explain Figure 2 of Facsimile 1 in the Book of Abraham.

In reference to Fac. No. 1, Fig. 2: This has been called both The Tomb of
Osiris" and "The Bed of Osiris." The presence of no less than five hawks is
another warning against oversimplification. Death, sleep, birth, procreation,
transformation, and resurrection are all represented in this imposing and contro
versial monument.
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In reference to Fac. No.
I, Fig. 3. "The idolatrous
priest of Elkenah at
tempting to offer up
Abraham as a sacrifice”:
Egyptians
used flint
knives of prehistoric de
sign both in sacrificing
and in embalming rites,
which were symbolically
identical (see our dis
cussion). The long thin
crescent-shaped knife,
No. 2, shown here is
the type resembling the
knife held by the priest
in the Facsimile.
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In reference to Fac. No. 1, Fig. 3: The famous Busiris Hydria. On
a stone platform before the altar, Pharaoh, identified by his head
dress and his beard, is seen bound and helpless (as in Fac. No. 1,
no ropes are necessary to show this); on top of the altar the priest
is pleading for his life, while the mighty Herakles, who at the last
moment burst his bonds and rose from the altar, is wreaking havoc
among Pharaoh's retainers. This was the favorite Egyptian story of
the Greeks, who here make typically Greek fun of the whole business.

In reference to Fac. No. 1, Fig. 4. "The altar for sacrifice by the
idolatrous priests," with the four canopic jars (discussed later):
Here is a very ancient Egyptian altar, dating from the III Dynasty.
As anyone can see, it is shaped like a lion-couch.

In reference to Fac. No. 1, Fig. 4: Here is a very late Egyptian altar
(discovered in 1948), which still faithfully preserves the likeness of
the lion-couch.

In reference to Fac. No. 1, Fig. 4: Another altar, the head missing
but the lion clearly accounted for. It is quite apparent by now that
the proper form for an altar of sacrifice among the Egyptians was
the lion-couch, as represented and explained in the Joseph Smith
Papyrus No. I and Abraham 1:13.

In reference to Fac. No. 1, Fig. 4: This is the head of King Tutankhamon's lion-couch,
the third of three ritual couches. This particular couch, though having the form of
an ordinary bed (see Abr. 1:13) represents, according to A. Piankoff, the final stage
in a couch-drama that culminates with the king's resurrection. Thus, whether we
view the lion-couch as an altar, a bed, or an embalming table, it always stands "in this
case, in relation to this subject” (see Fig. 12 caption), liberation from a death that
was ritually and symbolically sacrificial and violent.
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"Let us consider one of the truly important
clues to the meaning of

Facsimile No. 1—the lion-couch"

could be more stirring than this Coffin
Text: “Be silent, be silent, O ye people.
Give heed, give close attention—what
is here? Here is great news, O ye people,
Horus has an announcement to make:
The King is not dead! He is going to
live, he will never die again!”128 All
are stunned with amazement when
Osiris begins to shake the dust from
his face;129 the thing is so unexpected
that it is quite frightening: “The
Watchers tremble when Osiris rises
from the dead like a bird; they are
taken by surprise.”130 The dark night
of despair is rent by the glad cry which
marks the climax of the mysteries: “We
have found him! Let us rejoice to
gether!”131 With the first ray of hope,
everyone’s mood changes abruptly:
“N. [the king] is intact: the Eye of
Horus at Heliopolis is intact. N. lives,
N. lives! The Eye of Heliopolis lives!”
There is still a spark of life, and that
makes all the difference.132 The two
ladies who come to mourn are now
galvanized into new action: “Come,
they say, let us gather his members; let
us restore him completely!”133 and so
they start making life-giving passes, re
citing formulas, and speaking words of
encouragement and instruction to the
late object of their tears.134 Anubis,
who arrived as a crepe-hanging under
taker, suddenly hears Isis cheering out
side, and he gets the point: “Arise and
live,” he tells the man on the couch,
“. . . that you may reverse the damage
inflicted on you!” “You live!” he cries.
“Arise and live! You are not dead!”135
The dread embalmer, without changing
his jackal mask, instantly assumes the
role of the healing physician; it is his
hands that now impart the fluid of
life to the erstwhile cadaver.130 Natu
rally, the king’s own role is reversed:
“The Weary One awakes and arises.
The god stands up and resumes his
body.”137 “Today Osiris N. comes out
of Heliopolis, his heart is in his body,
returned to him. . . .”138 “O Osiris,
thou didst depart but thou hast re
turned; thou didst sleep but thou hast
awakened; thou didst die, but art re
vived!”139
Dick: A neat trick, if you can do it.
Who makes all this happen?
Mr. Jones: Everybody—that is an im
portant point. Though the whole thing
is miraculous, everybody must work
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like mad to bring it about! The de
votees search diligently even while they
mourn, and the joyful finding is in part
a reward of their efforts. Even the
morbid magical exercises that make up
such a large part of the late Egyptian
documents are nearly all positive ef
forts toward achieving one great goal—
restoration of life.140 Along with
strange ordinances, gestures, and passes
by the officiants, “mourning, dancing,
and eating assist in the resurrection,”
and in these all must participate.141 As
the two ladies work feverishly to restore
the dead Osiris, they talk to him con
stantly, chiding him into action; with
renewed hope comes a spirit of jollity
and banter as they tell the man on the
couch that he is quite able to move
himself if he will only make an effort.
“You have been placed on your back,”
they tell him. “Now arise on your side!
I am Isis, I am Nephthys! They com
manded the Great Weary One to arise
and defend himself.”142 He must put up
a fight, make every effort to turn him
self over and push himself up by his
own power.143 “Awake Osiris, awake O
thou who hast become weary! Arise,
stand up and have power over thy
members!”144 At every hour of the day
and night in the local cults the chal
lenge rings out: “Arise, awake, Osiris;
thou art triumphant, thine enemies are
overthrown!”145 It is Anubis, the erst
while mortician, who now cries out,
“You live! Arise and live! You are
not dead. . . . You live, receiving en
dowment in the temple!”140 It is a
painful operation: “. . . thy corpse lies
on the ground. Then Geb opens thine
eyes, stretches thy stiffened limbs, re
turns thy heart to thy body.”147 But
with divine assistance, especially of
Anubis, “The Weary One awakes and
arises. The god stands up and resumes
his body. Horus stands there [assist
ing], he has clothed N. [the king] in a
fabric of- himself.”148
Dick: So they’re right back where
they started from.
Mr. Jones: Not quite. This is not just
a return to the old order. Something has
been gained by all this suffering and
toil. The living king has been permitted
to “suffer serious physical damage,”
as Naville put it, “for the sake of the
experience that it will give him”; hav
ing wilfully consorted with evil, he

has paid a terrible price, but in the
end is the wiser for what he has been
through.149 His narrow escape is quick
ly followed by a magnificent corona
tion scene, “a great one falls on his
side, but rises like a god and takes the
crown when the Two Ladies order him
to arise and mount the throne.”150
By passing the tests he has shown him
self “justified”—qualified to take the
throne.151 “Our play proclaims that at
the coronation . . . whatever harm he
may have suffered is undone,” writes
Frankfort; “. . . with his Eye, Horus has
regained his full strength.”152 As Miss
Thausing puts it, “the period of transi
tion ends up on a new plane of
existence,” with body and spirit on a
higher level than before.153
Jane: I’m getting tired. Why do we
have to go through all this?
Mr. Jones: I’ll tell you why. Because
we have to proceed from the known to
the unknown.
Dick: What does that mean?
Mr. Jones: That it is foolish to rest a
hypothesis—let alone a conclusion—on
a premise which itself rests on dubious
evidence. If we want to test a claim of
Joseph Smith, we must first of all make
sure that we know just what that claim
is. Now, is there anything we can be
sure of? There is: namely, that Joseph
Smith published and widely circulated
“the above cut” known as Facsimile
1 on the same page as his own ex
planation of that cut. He definitely
claims that the interpretation goes with
the picture—that is something we can
test. But when you show me the sign
for the single syllable, Khons (if it is a
single syllable), and say that Joseph
Smith “translated” that one mono
syllable by a paragraph of 173 words,
you raise an issue that fairly bristles
with unanswered questions. The first
proposition can be called a “known,”
the second certainly cannot. So why
not begin with the first proposition,
about which all see eye to eye, and ask
concerning it: Was Joseph Smith’s
explanation of Facsimile 1 correct?
Before we can answer that question,
we must know what Facsimile 1
really represents. Until now, anyone
who could recognize an Egyptian sym
bol or two has promptly come up
with an answer, but that won’t do any
more. One of these days this question
is going to be answered by a computer,
and before that answer can mean any
thing, the computer has got to be fed
with a hundred times more informa
tion than any Egyptologist has brought
to the problem so far. Meanwhile, after
lunch, let us consider one of the truly
important clues to the meaning of Fac
simile 1—the lion-couch. What does
Joseph Smith’s official explanation say
the lion-couch was?
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FOOTNOTES
107The hiding motif is vividly depicted in Cof
fin Text No. 312 (De Buck, IV, 69-70), and
B.D., Chap. 78 (Naville, Todtenbuch, p. 164),
and in Ps. Callisthenes, Vit. Alex., I, 3 (in
Hopfner, pp. 399f).
108M. de Rochenmonteix, in Rec. Trav., Vol.
3, p. 79.
W0Coffin Texts, No. 74 (De Buck, I, 306).
-10Horus and Seth, 23 (Papyr. Louvre 3129,
in S. Schott, Urkunden Mythologischen Inhalts,
p. 119).
ulSo Coffin Texts, I, 2, 25-27, 51ff.
112W. Cermak, in Aeg. Ztschr., Vol. 76
(1940), p. 23.
113B. Bruyere, in Chron. d’Egypte, Vol. 28
(1952), pp. 31ff, 36; also in the tomb of
Queen Thiti (in Memoires de la Miss. Fr. Arch.,
V, 1894, Pl. V), where a prince (wearing the
uraeus) faces a door to which a lion-headed
man, holding a knife, is pointing; on the other
side of the door a lion crouches on a tomb.
The king had to undergo other physical risks,
such as swimming in dangerous waters, Lucan,
Phars. IX, 153-161 (Hopfner, p. 186). In the
stories of Khamuas the Pharaoh passes though
physical danger and humiliation during the
rites, F. Lloyd Griffith, Stories of the HPs of
Memphis, pp. 52ff, 62ff.
niCoffin Texts, I, 82-89. Cf. Book of Moses
1:20, in Pearl of Great Price.
^Coffin Texts, I, 217, 220.’
ll0Ibid., I, 11.
)17Thausing, Auferstehungsgedanke (Leipzig,
1943), p. 42; A. Piankoff, Shrines of Tut., p.
22, n. 48.
llfiS. Schott, above n. 107, p. 119.
110P. Derchain, in Rev. Egyptol., Vol. 15, p.
22. The left eye is the moon.
^A. Moret, La Mise a Mort du dieu en
Egypt (Paris, 1927), p. 15. "Open thy door
to Re . . . and he shall bring light into the
hidden dwelling,” M. M. Lefebure, in Bibliotheque Egyptol., Vol. 34, p. 83, an inscription
from the Tomb of Seti I.
“•T. M. Davis, Tomb of louiya, 1907, p. 45;
a photo is in Moret, Kings and Gods, Pl. XI,
opp. p. 96.
^Coffin Texts, I, II.
“3Ps. Callisthenes, as of note 104 above. The
close resemblance of this text to the Coffin
Text in the preceding note vindicates its authenic Egyptian background.
“‘‘Tertullian, Adv. Marc., I, 13, and others in
note 105 above.
123“Stirb und werdel” is the theme, W. Cer
mak, in Archiv fuer aegypt. Archaeol., I (1938),
pp. 212f.
120. . . nam perit, ut vivat, se tamen ipsa
creat; ut possit nasci, appetit ante mori, Lactantius, de Phoen., 77.
'-7E. Drioton, in Bull, de I’Inst. d’Egypte,
XXV (Cairo, 1943), pp. Ilf. The text should
be studied in detail.
^Coffin Texts, I, 81.
™>Ibid., I, 82ff, 85, 89.
™>Ibid., I, 91.
“'Above, note 105.
^Pyramid Texts, No. 683; Coffin Texts, I,
292.
^Coffin Texts, 74, I, 306-310.
^Coffin Texts, I, 215f. See the lively depic
tion from the temple at Philae, G. Benedite, Le
Temple de Philae (Paris, 1893), Pl. xl, and
from the Temple of Seti I at Abydos, photo in
Moret, Kings and Gods, p. 80, Pl. X.
^Coffin Texts, I, 221, 233-37, cf. B.D., Ch.
26.
13aW. Fedem, in Journal of Near Eastern
Studies, Vol. 19 (1960), p. 251; Coffin Texts,
No. 341, IV, 344f.; G. Thausing, Aufersteh
ungsgedanke, p. 88.
Pyramid Texts, 690: 2092ff.
“»C. E. Sander-Hansen, Die Relig. Texte auf
dem Sarg der Anchnesneferibre (Copenhagen,
1937), pp. 14-16.
^»Pyramid Texts, 690: 2092ff, also 1688 and
1975, cited by A. Piankoff, Shrines of Tutankhamon, p. 22.
140The texts in G. Daressy, Textes et Dessins
Magiques (Catal. Gen. du Caire, Nos. 94019449, Cairo, 1903), almost all deal with this
theme. In Porphyr, De abstin., II, 47 (Hopfner,
Fontes Hist. Relig. Aegyptiacae, pp. 465f), and
Heliod., Aethiopica, VI, 14f, it is almost fright
ening.
14'G. Thausing, op. cit., pp. 28-36, 35f; Pyra
mid Texts, No. 683-86. “It was necessary to
have recourse to summary and potent rites, in
order to bring about an instantaneous resurrec
tion of the dismembered god,” A. Moret, Kings
and Gods (New York: Putnams, 1912), p. 85.
“Arise! Stand up, rejoice, being washed with
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the four pure pitchers with which Horus was
washed, and clothed in the garment that pro
tects you against all things. The vows are com
pleted (or fully made) in the House. . . .”
Coffin Texts, .!, 287f.
^Coffin .Texts, I, 306-313, 215f.
143A. Piankoff, in Rev. Egyptol., Vol. 1
(1933), p. 173. “Lift thyself on thy right side
. . . Osiris, stand up and come out.” Piankoff,
Shrines, p. 59.
'“Sander-Hansen, loc. cit.,
14r,A. Moret, Mysteres Egyptiens, p. 23.
^«Coffin Texts, I, 233-37.
u~Coffin Texts, I, 56.
i&Pyramid Texts, 690: 2092ff. After much
toil and effort, “under the hand of Anubis, the
Ba finally returns to the body,” Thausing,
Auferstehungsegedanke, p. 88.
ui,E. Naville, in Revue de I'Egypte Ancienne,
Vol. 1 (1927), pp. 245-49.
^Coffin Texts, I, 223ff, 292; Pyramid Texts,
676f: 2007ff, 611: 1734.
^Coffin Texts, I, 9-11, 99-102, 109f, ending
with the usual acclamation, 112ff.
“2H. Frankfort, Kingship, p. 126.
153G. Thausing, Auferstehungsgedanke, p. 19,
citing Pyramid Text 632 (366).

Facsimile

No. 1,
By the Figures
(Part 8)

Facsimile No. 1, Figure 4: “The altar
for sacrifice by the idolatrous priests,
standing before the gods of Elkenah,”
etc. To Abraham’s readers, for whom
he must translate Egyptian terms and
explain Egyptian gods, this altar needed
a bit of explaining: “. . . and that you
may have a knowledge of this altar, I
will refer you to the representation at
the commencement of this record.”
(Abr. 1:12.) It was the established
practice of Egyptian nobles, when tell
ing in their tomb inscriptions of such
technical accomplishments as feats of
transportation or building, to accom
pany their reports with illustrations,
“mechanical drawings,” as they have
been called, which make some tombs

mines of valuable technical informa
tion. In this spirit of technical en
lightenment we have “Abraham’s”
helpful sketch of a particular altar,
with the fuller explanation that “it was
made after the form of a bedstead, such
as was had among the Chaldeans, and
it stood before the gods of Elkenah,
Libnah, Mahmackrah, Korash,” etc.
(Abr. 1:13.) The thing Abraham is
emphatic about is that it looked like a
bedstead, that is, an ordinary bed.
Jane: A Chaldean bed.
Mr. Jones: Another way of telling his
readers that it was an ordinary bed,
since Chaldean beds were the kind they
knew about. But here the priest of
Pharaoh is using it to perform a sacri
fice “after the manner of the Egyp
tians.” One Egyptian royal bed has
survived, from a dynasty strongly
under Chaldean or Asiatic influence,
and it is a lion-couch.1 If the lion
couch was not the normal everyday
Egyptian bed, it was the usual bed of
those who could afford it.2 But a lion
couch in a tomb is something special;
when you see one there, as Professor
Piankoff warns us, you can be sure
that some process is under way that is
going to lead to resurrection.3 You see,
all the great crises of life, those crucial
events officially noted by what the
folklore people call rites de passage,
mark a passage from one phase of
existence to another, and if you will
think about it, nearly all these great
crises take place in bed. Thus Profes
sor Piankoff assures us that while
“associated with resurrection,” the lion
couch “appears in all representations of
royal birth.”4 That is, kings, like other
people, are born in a bed, and as we
see in the famous reliefs of Hatshepsut
from Deir el-Bahri, the king’s birthday
bed was a ceremonial lion-couch.4
People also die in beds. The famous
“Bed of Osiris” in Abydos is also called
the “Tomb of Osiris”; the bed is a big
stone sarcophagus, but its sides and
ends are carefully cut to represent a
lion-couch, and Osiris is lying on top
of it, which is proper, since he is going
to be resurrected on it, even as he was
conceived on such a bed. Almost identi
cal scenes from the Temple of Seti I
and the Temple of Opet show birth,
death, conception, and resurrection, the
smitten helplessness and the healing
of the king, all clearly depicted in a
single scene, and the common element
and central object of them all is the
lion-couch.5 We have seen a number
of cases in which a series of lion-couch
scenes was shown. Here in the tomb of
Tutankhamen we have three real lifesized couches, which represent, accord
ing to our guidebook, “three stages of
the process of rebirth,” the final stage
being that of the lion-couch.G Profes-
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"We now know that Egyptian altars were

in the form of a bedstead'—
but nobody knew it in Joseph Smith's day
sor Moret noted that in the mysteries
“a dead person is reborn when he lays
himself down, clothed in a skin or a
shroud, on a bed.”7 The bed is im
portant, but which bed—a bed of
(re) birth, conception, suffering, heal
ing, death, or resurrection?
Dick: That all depends.
Mr. Jones: Yes, the same bed changes
roles, just as the people do, from one
episode to the next. And there are
some we haven’t considered yet. The
bed in which the dead Egyptian lay in
state awaiting his funeral preserved the
same form right down into Roman
times, and what form do you think it
was?
Dick and Jane: A lion-couch!
Mr. Jones: How did you guess?8 Then
there is another form of lion-couch
with short legs, once thought to be an
embalmer’s table. Do you see the sense
of that? Look at this so-called “later
dynastic embalmer’s table.” It went
unrecognized for many years, it says
here, because “at first glance the slab
will be recognized as taking the form
of a funerary couch, with lions’ heads
and legs and elongated lions’ bodies
merged into the cavetto cornice which
make the frame. ... I suggest that the
object is an embalmer’s table.”9 That
is, the embalmer’s table could not be
distinguished from a normal bed. But
later it turned out that the embalmer5s
table was really an altar.
Dick: How come?
Mr. Jones: Not only was a real “em
balmer’s table of the XXVI Dynasty”
found, having the form of “a wooden
lion-couch,”10 but another stone bed
turned up of the very same type as the
first one, only this time found in situ
within a ceremonial complex, which
left not the slightest doubt that it was
an altar of sacrifice.11 All the Egyptian
altars are solid stone with lions’ legs,
heads, and tails put in by the sculptor
to make it clear that the altar is still
a lion-couch. And here, at last, we
have the explanation for the awkward
legs of the priest and Abraham in Fac
simile 1. You will notice that the
priest in ordinary embalming scenes
stands on the other side of the couch
so that his legs can be clearly seen by
looking under the bed. That would
have been the habitual and easy way
of drawing the scene, and it is apparent
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that the artist of Joseph Smith Papyrus
No. 1 started out in the usual manner.
But then, at the risk of making non
sense of his composition, he put every
thing on this side of the bed; why, if
it is just a bed? He could not omit the
legs of the priest—convention demands
them—but neither could he let us
see under the bed, because it is a solid
stone altar. We now know beyond a
doubt that Egyptian altars looked just
like that, faithfully cut to imitate “the
form of a bedstead”—but nobody knew
it in Joseph Smith’s day or for a long
time after, and on the face of it it looks
just too silly for words.
Dick: But why should an altar be a
bed?
Mr. Jones: We saw that the “bed of
Osiris” is also the tomb of Osiris, and
Diodorus tells us (I, 45, 88) that
“the kings of Egypt used to sacrifice
men of the color of Typhon on the
tomb of Osiris,” which made it also
an altar. But there is more to it than
that. In the oldest pictures of altars,
they seem to be nothing but mere
chopping blocks,12 and it has been long
debated whether sacrifice originated
from the practical butchering of ani
mals for meat (as Jequier believed),
or as a way of punishment for rebels
and enemies, or as something with a
deeper meaning. Some have main
tained that the original idea of an
altar was to represent the seat of a
divinity, “often designed like a chair
or seat. In early Babylonia the altar
actually is a comfortable seat for the
god”; that is why the sides are raised.13
The seat-type of altar is also found in
Egypt—small altars shaped like cush
ions on the top, with protruding bulges
on either side, which are thought to
represent the horizon—“symbols of the
desert rim of the western horizon.”14
The person who sits on this altar was
thus “on the threshold of a new life,”
about to eross “the desert threshold of
the western horizon” to the next
world.15
Dick: The hot seat, eh?
Mr. Jones: Quite possibly. Remem
ber yesterday when we told of the
terror of the prince who has to sit on
that seat, and also how he was being
conducted over the threshold by a lion
headed man with a big knife and to
a lion behind the door? As we enter

the shrine of Opet to view the most
instructive of all lion-couch scenes, we
pass by one of these altars, a square
seat with raised sides, and right in
front of it stands the big and forbidding
statue of a lion-headed lady with a
big knife. Professor Varille is not sure
about the origin of the altar, but he is
sure that the traces of fire and the
runnels for blood indicate some sort
of sacrifice.16 In the Babylonian altars,
instead of lions we have semi-lion or
griffin altars, which amount to the
same thing.17 But we haven’t yet said
anything about the meaning of this
bed-altar equation that Abraham found
so important.
As you well know by now, Horus,
the living king, died of the deadly
blows inflicted on him by his rival
Seth.
Jane: Only he didn’t die.
Mr. Jones: He was “officially dead.”
The Egyptians believed that one could
die by degrees, each of six steps being
a genuine death; this is something that
is hard for us to understand.18 The
point is, however, that the death of
Osiris was a sacrificial death, preparing
the way for his resurrection. And just
as Osiris had to die in order to be
resurrected, so the initiate in his mys
teries “had to experience the fate of
his god in his own person.”19 Accord
ingly, various drugs, lighting effects,
hypnosis, etc., were used to make the
mock death as real as possible. The ini
tiate was rendered unconscious and laid
in a coffin, or else he was shrouded,
crowned, and led into a deep crypt,
representing the world of the dead.20
Jane: Just like the king.
Mr. Jones: So it would seem. He
could become an Osiris only when he
was dead and only if he had suffered
the same violent sacrificial death as
Osiris: “If thou slayest me,” says an
incantation, “I am Osiris!”21 The dead
person “is a kind of Osiris,” wrote
Sethe, by virtue of “repeating the case
of Osiris.”22 In the opening of the
mouth rite the symbolic “smiting of the
body of the god [Osiris]” was “also the
smiting of the mummy of the deceased,
whereby each was made a divine vic
tim."23 For “the dead to become Osiris,”
according to Jequier, means nothing
less than “to pass through all the
vicissitudes of the god,” which is what
the king is doing on the lion-couch of
Seti I.24 But how could one fulfill the
most conspicuous aspect of the Osiris
experience, the violent sacrificial death,
if one had died quite normally?
Dick: That’s no problem. You’d imi
tate it, of course.
Jane: Like Christians “taking up
their cross.”
Mr. Jones: I think that is the answer.
Here Diodorus (I, 91) is very helpful:
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First, he says, a priest marks on the
lower left side of the body the place
where an incision is to be made. Then
one called the “ripper” takes an
Ethiopian stone knife, makes the ritual
cut prescribed by law, and runs like
mad.
Jane: Why?
Mr. Jones: Because everybody is chas
ing him and throwing stones at him
and cursing him. Plainly he is a mur
derer, and the primitive flint knife
he used (the same type, as we shall see,
that was used in sacrificing living vic
tims) is the murder-weapon of Seth.
The dead, having undergone sacrificial
violence, is a true Osiris. The dead
person on the embalming-table is
Osiris on the altar, and the embalming
operation is a mimicking of the sacri
ficial death of Osiris. And just as the
members of Osiris were scattered all
over the world and had to be brought
together again before his resurrection
could be accomplished, so those four
canopic jars before the couch, contain
ing the viscera of the defunct, repre
sent “the earth in its four quarters”
exactly as Joseph Smith says they do
(Facsimile 2, Figure 8), as well as the
four elements taken from those four
quarters to make up the body of man.
They represent both the dissolution and
scattering of the elements of the body
and then the gathering in of those parts
and elements for the resurrection. (See
below.) But what makes the sacrifi
cial nature of the couch and the scene
plainest of all is the lion-motif.
All About Lions
Dick: Why should that be, if lions
go with ordinary beds?
Mr. Jones: There is no conflict there,
because lions have always had two
main functions as far as Pharaohs are
concerned, the one protective, the
other aggressive.
Dick: Like protecting people in bed.
Mr. Jones: Or anywhere else. In the
earliest representations the couch or
settee of the sacrificial victim has bulls’
feet;25 but already in the Old Kingdom
we find funeral couches with bulls’
feet and lions’ heads,26 or lions’ feet
and bulls’ heads.27 In the great shrine
on the Capital at Rome the Lady of
Heaven sat between two lions, while
her husband» Jupiter sat between two
bulls;28 but away back in the Pyramid
Texts the two animals meet in the
royal throne “whose faces are those of
Mahs-lion, whose feet are those of the
great bull.”29 Can you tell me what
lions and bulls have in common?
Jane: They are both fierce . . . and
dangerous.
Mr. Jones: Yes, both lion and bull
fights seem to have been royal sport
around the Mediterranean for a long
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time.30 Here on the Palette of N arm er,
one of the oldest documents in the
world, we see “a ‘powerful bull’ is
goring a ‘Libyan’; the bull is the king,”
Professor Gardiner explained, “since
precisely that epithet is constantly ap
plied to the reigning monarch.”31 But
from almost every picture of a royal
throne it appears that the king also
fancied himself as a lion. From the
early domination of the bull the lion
gradually takes over.
Dick: Why was that, I wonder?
Mr. Jones: Because power has two
uses, as I said—aggressive and defen
sive. Bulls, like generals, are very good
at aggression, but they are poor de
fenders.
Dick: Are lions much better?
Mr. Jones: The Egyptians certainly
thought so. Plutarch says that Horus
considered the lion to be the most
efficient of all creatures not in attack
but in defense.32 And Horapollo sees
the point when he says that the lion
under the throne of Horus is always
on guard, its eyes never shutting.33 It
was the lion that guarded Egypt as the
god Nefertem, and the main fortress
facing Canaan was called “the Dwell
ing of the Lion.”34 The best-known
guarding lions are those in front of
public buildings. Plutarch says that
the Egyptians “honor the lion and
adorn the entrances to temples with
open lions’ mouths.”35 It was more than
mere ornamentation, however; if we
want to see the lions really on guard,
the best place is right here at the
entrance of the Temple of Opet, hous
ing our prize lion-couch exhibit. The
bolts of the great doors of the temple
were crouching lions to whose mouths
chains (for pulling out the bolts) were
attached with human hearts as weights
on the end of them—“It is surprising
how perfect the symbolism is,” Pro
fessor Varille remarked.36 The guardian
lions drink the blood and eat the livers
of unauthorized persons attempting to
enter the shrine.37 Aelian says that
real lions were kept and fed at the
gates of the great shrine at Heliopolis,
as guardians and champions of the sun.
and that they took vengeance on all
who broke the oaths taken at the mys
teries.38 In the courtyard of the Opet
Temple, right at the entrance stood this
frightful black granite statue of Sekhmet as guardian, the lion-headed lady
goddess with the knife, painted all
red.39
The lion-couch is matched by the
lion-throne: “The adornment of the
king’s throne with lions’ heads and
legs was the custom in Egypt from the
earliest times.”40 And here the sym
bolism is quite clear: not only is the
throne mounted on lions’ legs, as if a
lion were carrying the king forward on

his conquests (a common idea in the
ancient world), but beneath the arm
rest we usually see the king himself
represented as a human-headed lion
treading on his Asiatic foes: “In Egypt
the human-headed lion is the embodi
ment of conscious supremacy.”41 The
king sits in state on his lion-throne,42
with the enemies of Egypt bound under
the seat, while beneath the armrest
the king himself is shown as a lion
slaying the Asiatics.43 Lions are firstclass defenders, because anybody ap
proaching them fears an attack. The
Pharaohs kept pet lions, which would
accompany them on the hunts or
crouch like dogs beside the throne.
Here is a contemporary picture of a
pet lion crouching before the throne of
Rameses II while the king himself
personally dispatches the Libyan king
with a ceremonial sword.44 This is a
reminder of the ritual function of the
lion in slaughtering the king’s enemies.
Pharaoh himself is the “glaring lion
with raging claws,” who “licks up the
might and blood (?) of him who at
tacks him.”45 As the king cuts the
throats of his victims (represented by
an oryx) in formal sacrifice, the Lady
Hathor tells him: “I have given you
the heart of a lion to repel your ene
mies.”46 Rebels and oath-breakers, i.e.
any who defied the king, were fed, as
in Rome, ritually “to the lions”:47 It
is the lioness who puts all rebels to
death by fire and knife. At the entrance
to temples the guardian lion is seen
crouching with such a super-knife as
that held by the grim black-red lion
lady at the entrance of the Temple of
Opet; “the terrible lioness” means just
one thing—sacrifice.48 Here the lion’s
personality is intimately bound with
the lion-couch. When the tail of the
lion-couch is “long and curiously
curved,” one can be sure that the figure
on the couch is showing signs of life,
while the tail is straight and drooping
when the person on the couch has and
is given up.49 Here in this series of
scenes the completely embalmed mum
my is lying supine and inert on a
lion-couch, while in the next scene he
has turned over on his face and is
vigorously doing push-ups—and the
lion’s head of the couch has changed
to a jackal’s head.50 Doesn’t that sug
gest to you that the lion’s head on the
couch has a definite significance—that
it is the harbinger of death? Remember
how when the dead shows signs of life
Anubis suddenly becomes the great
healer? Here we see the same transi
tion from lion to jackal. In the Coffin
Texts the person who is told to arise
from the lion-couch is “escaping the
lion,” while one about to be sacrificed
is told “Akr seizes thee, Horus!”51
Jane: Who is Akr?
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and only turns up
when there is a sacrificing going on"

Mr. Jones: He is the double-headed
lion, also called Ruti, who controls all
goings and comings to and from the
castle of Osiris—the other world.52 But
mostly the lion has to do with the
bed: Here is one who says as he arises
from the lion-couch: “I have removed
the lions from me ... I have vivified
the vivified. I have thrown off all my
evil. My horror is blood. . . .” Plainly
he has reversed the lion-power.52a
Apollonius of Tyana, a famous wander
ing wise man from the time of Christ,
had a pet lion whom he claimed to be
the reincarnation of Pharaoh Amasis;
it was regarded as a miraculous beast
because it refused to eat the blood of
sacrifices, that being apparently the
proper function of pet lions.53 In some
cases the lion-couch itself is shown
as a rampant beast trampling its
victims,54 and a newly found fragment
from Der el-Bahri shows the lion-couch
as a sphinx,55 a reminder that the king
as a sphinx on the sides of the throne
treads on his enemies, and also that
sphinxes liked to sacrifice their guests.55
Jane: What are all these lion-couches
doing on sleds?
Mr. Jones: You will notice that quite
often the lion-couch is taking the
mummy for a ride. Here in the tomb of
Montuhikhopshuf, in a sequence in
which Maspero definitely detected hu
man sacrifice, the dead person is
brought to the tomb on his lion-couch,
which is mounted on a sled; in the
next two scenes it has been removed
from the sled and put aside.56 The same
sequence is shown here in the tomb
of Aba, where the lion-couch also rides
on a ship;57 in this Old Kingdom tomb
the funeral ship itself has the lion
head!58 And here in the third of three
lion-couch scenes, as soon as the man
on the couch stirs to life and starts
walking, the lion-couch itself starts
walking too!59 Thus the lion is a con
veyor; thrones are often shown as
borne on the backs of lions;60 here at
Edfu both Horus and the King are seen
riding on platforms mounted on the
backs of lions.61 The lion is the super
natural conveyor to the other-world; in
the mysteries he is the psychopomp.
Dick: What’s a psychopomp?
Mr. Jones: Somebody who conducts
spirits from one place to another. The
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lion-headed lady Sekhmet, or the priest
with the lion mask, usually holds a big
sacrificial knife in one hand while
pointing the way imperiously with the
other. In “Chaldaea,” the lion started
out as the dangerous and evil enemy of
the gods—an understandable role when
lions were still a real danger—but in
time “a symbol of submission to higher
powers or their ally,”62 which is what
it means in Egypt, where it represents
the irresistible order that the victim
cannot evade. The lion-headed Lady
Sekhmet, the big black granite figure
all painted red that stands at the door
of the Opet Shrine, is, according to
Varille, “a principle of fire which de
stroys in order to regenerate”—she
destroys but with a purpose; it is neces
sary destruction.63 That may sound
paradoxical, but it is the whole idea
behind the lion-couch, best represented
by the dangerous but beneficent lion.
Dick: But why do there have to be so
many lions on these beds?
Jane: And on the altars?
Mr. Jones: I am glad you noticed
that. Here, for example, is a small altar
that our guidebook says is “Míos quadrifrons with lion faces in granite,”64
and here is a “lion throne” facing in
the four directions.65 This low lime
stone table with the lions’ heads pro
truding in the four directions “is a
representation of some kind of seat or
throne.”66 And here we see King Seti I
presenting a four-headed lion-couch
seat in the temple.67 And notice these
stone altars with lions’ heads facing in
all four directions.68.
Jane: Why is that, do you think?
Mr. Jones: Well, there must have
been an important reason, because it
meant a lot of extra work and was a
clumsy thing to handle. It goes back to
the fourfold obsession of the Sedfestival. Professor Kees believed that
the great-moment of the Sed-festival,
the climax of the whole business, was
when the king “shot the victorious
arrows in the four directions of heaven,
to destroy all his enemies symbol
ically,”69 and H. Bonnet thinks the
great moment was when Horus and
Seth handed the king the sceptre, bow,
and arrows that showed him conqueror
and ruler of the world.69 On the same
occasion the king not only shot the four

arrows but was enthroned four times,
each time facing a different direction,
“upon a curious throne base, orna
mented with 12 Zion-heads.”70
Remember, we said that at first the
lion- and bull-thrones were inter
changeable, and the king sitting on 12
lions certainly suggests the 12 oxen
of Solomon. Now here is the most
spectacular altar ever found in Egypt,
or rather the base of it: the gigantic
fourfold altar of Abusir; you will notice
that everything about it is fourfold,
emphasizing the four-directional orien
tation.71 Here is a recent comment
about it: “Even cosmic symbolism is
implied in the square altars (this is
not the only one) accessible from four
stairways rising from the four directions
to four sides,” and the symbolism in
cludes that of the Primeval Hill.72
Jane: Should the lion couch always
face four directions like that?
Mr. Jones: I think so. That is, when
it is thought of as an altar, it should.
Dick: Then why doesn’t it in the
Joseph Smith papyrus?
Mr. Jones: Oh, but it does—most
vividly! It is not drawn fourfold, be
cause that would be extremely difficult
and clumsy, but they had a way of
getting around that. Sir Alan Gardiner
noted that the coronation and royal
funeral rites were all “quadrilateral”—
repeated four times, a basic requirement
but exceedingly difficult to depict in
art. Therefore, according to Professor
Gardiner, the Egyptian artist restored
to his typical and ingenious tricks.
How, for example, would you show
Pharaoh being baptized by four offi
ciants each dousing water on him
from a different side and all at once?
Any way you arranged it, your picture
would be a mess. So the Egyptian artist
simply had two priests baptizing the
king, one standing on either side, but
they dressed up one of these figures as
Thoth, who can and in this case does
signify the gods of all of the four
directions in this single person.73 In
lion-couch scenes the Egyptian artists
had a special trick to show the four
heads without hopelessly scrambling
their drawings: in the birth and nursing
scenes it was usual to show two lion
couches, one standing directly on top of
the other, and to adorn each bed with
two lion-heads, one on each end. It
was, as you can see, a perfectly fantastic
arrangement, which can have had only
one purpose—to show all four lion
heads distinctly in a tidy design.733That trick is never used in funerary
lion-couch scenes, where the four
canopic jars are used instead: along
with the many other things they could
represent, those four, as we shall soon
see, always stood in the eyes of the
Egyptians before everything else as

Improvement Era

representative of “this earth in its four
quarters,” exactly as Joseph Smith says.
Dick: But aren’t they jars for holding
the insides of the dead person?
Mr. Jones: Certainly, and those in
sides were thought of as composed of
the four elements, brought together to
form the body of man from the four
quarters of the earth.
Jane: But they also represent idols.
Mr. Jones: Yes, idols of gods of the
four quarters. We’ll talk about them
later. But first, since we are talking
about lions, we might as well get rid
of the Crocodile, the savage companion
of the lion, whose appearance in the
Joseph Smith papyrus is quite signifi
cant, I think. It is designated as
Facsimile I, Figure 9. “The idolatrous
god of Pharaoh”: First of all, I find it
odd that the crocodile never turns up
in any of the nearly 200 other lion
couch scenes I have looked at, though
he often turns up in an adjacent scene
—but always and only when there is
sacrificing going on. The prominence
of the animal in the Joseph Smith
Papyrus No. 1 therefore calls for some
serious study. What do you think of
first when you see a lion?
Jane: Get out of the way!
Mr. Jones: Yes. The first reaction to
the sight of old Leo is that this is a
dangerous and powerful beast. But
that is not all you think of—as you get
to know the animal and his habits
better, he comes to mean all sorts of
things to you, as we have just seen.
Well, what is the first thing you think
of when you see a monster crocodile?
Jane: Even more get out of the way!
Mr. Jones: That’s true. A crocodile
is even more alarming than a lion, and
harder to get to know.
The Egyptians assigned the same
primary functions to lions and croco
diles as you just did: their business is
to chase people. If the lion-fortress
guarded the northeast frontier of Egypt,
the crocodiles that swarmed in the
lakes and iparshes there actually did
keep unwelcome Arab and Libyan in
vaders from crossing over without
authorization, or fugitives from Egypt
from escaping.74 In the Egyptian ro
mances the hero’s crossing to the other
world is barred at the desert by lions
and at the waters by crocodiles.75 In
the Temple of Seti I two crocodiles
kneel under two lions holding huge
sacrificial knives, with the sacred head
of Osiris on a pole before them, and
here is a funeral scene in which
Nefertem the lion sacrifices the enemy
of Egypt in rites at which Sobek the
crocodile presides.76 A terrible duo, but
just as the Egyptians through long
familiarity began to value certain traits
of the lion, so they saw that the croco
dile was not without its virtues.
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Dick: What virtues, I would like to
know.
Mr. Jones: Ferocity, fecundity, and
above all rapacity were thé conspicuous
qualities of the beast,77 and if those
qualities in the crocodile, the lion, and
the wolf in that order inspire a sort
of awe,78 they are not without their
usefulness—the world needs scavengers,
especially in exuberantly fertile sub
tropical regions such as Egypt. But
still, Dick is right. The good done by
marauding and predatory beasts is not
very obvious. Philo, who lived all his
life in Egypt, scratched his head in
wonder and protested that it was rea
sonable enough to venerate’useful and
gentle animals if you must venerate
animals at all, “But why crocodiles
and lions? What could be more
ridiculous?”79 And Origen, a native
Egyptian, says that he has never been
able to find an explanation for such
foolishness.80 Because the Egyptians
did worship the crocodile, you know,
even though they hated it.
Jane: They hated it and still they
worshiped it?
Mr. Jones: Yes, and visitors to Egypt
just couldn’t understand it. It was a
prize paradox even for Egypt. From the
earliest times the crocodile was wor
shiped in some parts of Egypt, and at
all times his cult was one of the most
important in the land.81 Priests would
feed and groom the beasts lovingly at
their shrines, where sometimes they
became quite tame.82
The Egyptians were quite aware of
the more unlovely attributes of the
crocodile: in some parts of the country
it was considered the vilest of creatures
and hunted down, and yet “others,”
wrote Strabo, “though aware of its
dangerous and hateful nature, still wor
ship it—and keep their distance!”83
Those who hunted and even ate the
crocodiles justified their action by say
ing that the beast was everything evil,
creature of Typhon, the mortal enemy
of Horus.84 In some parts of Egypt
people would swim along with the
crocs, but not far away others would
not even approach a shore where croco
diles might be found.85 While at
Crocodilopolis the animals were sacro
sanct, a few miles away at Apolloonpolis the populace waged systematic
war against them.86
Dick: The usual Egyptian confusion.
Mr. Jones: Plutarch says the explana
tion must be sought not in logical
thinking but in some mantic power
attributed to the animal, and that one
Pharaoh died for scorning that particu
lar power.87 “Terrifying is the croco
dile which the gods fear,” says a Coffin
Text,88 and Drioton notes that the
only reason the dead might want to
change into a crocodile is to inspire

fear.89 It stands for all the worst hu
man attributes; Hopfner has collected
Egyptian Jerror stories of the bloody
crocodiles—which could be scarier than
any ghost-stories, for the real crocodiles
were not far away!90 Naturally there
were lots of charms against crocodiles,
especially to render them harmless
while one passed by the places where
they lurked.91
But still the Egyptians reverenced the
beast. It wasn’t just that some Egyp
tians worshiped crocodiles and some
hated them, but that the same people
felt mixed emotions. Petrie insisted
that the Egyptians all hated the crocs,
but were so terribly afraid of them
that they had to worship them to
propitiate them. “The crocodile,” he
wrote, “was always feared and only
worshipped in depreciation.”92 This is
borne out by this text from the famous
Papyrus of Ani where “bowings and
prostrations are made” to the “terrible
crocodile, ravening and dangerous.
. . .”93 As Strabo put it, “They worship
the most hateful of all animals, the
crocodile . . . and avoid it!”94 The
equivocal position of the poor Egyptians
was like that of the people of India
toward their expensive sacred cows:
“The country simply swarms with
crocodiles,” Diodorus reported, because
the people would not catch them, con
sidering them to be sacred, and yet
they very much appreciated the work
of the little ichneumon in destroying
and feeding on crocodile eggs.95 When
the son of the first governor of Alex
andria was eaten by a crocodile, the
priests paid an enormous fine to the
governor to keep the animals from
being hunted, “for they reverenced the
crocodile and did not want it killed.”96
Mixed emotions, you see, though some
made an issue and took sides for and
against the crocs, as Herodotus and
Anthanasius report.97 Pliny and Ammainus say the same crocs would be
well-behaved during certain ceremonial
occasions but dangerous the rest of the
time.98
Dick: Like snakes at the Hopi snake
dance, I suppose.
Mr. Jones: Sir Alan Gardiner wrote:
“We find ourselves plunged into a
world of imagery barely credible to the
modem mind,” when we consider the
Egyptian attitude to the crocodile, and
regard this as an instructive lesson in
just how perverse ancient thought can
be.90 But it makes good sense if we
consider a number of things. First of
all, the crocodile was exactly what
Joseph Smith calls him in Facsimile 1,
Figure 9: “the idolatrous god of
Pharaoh.” What most surprises Pro
fessor Gardiner, in fact, is that for all
its “less attractive aspects” it was this
“voracious creature whom an accident
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The crocodile "is uniquely and exactly
what Joseph Smith called him,

'the idolatrous god of Pharaoh"

of history had raised to the position of
the chief divinity of Egypt.”100 He was
not only the chief divinity—and that
already in the Middle Kingdom—but
peculiarly the special god of Pharaoh.
It was not only the most unloved of
creatures, it was also the most highly
venerated!
Dick: More than any other animal?
Mr. Jones: Much more—in one spe
cial connection. It was exclusively and
particularly the king’s own totem. Or
rather, since there has never been any
agreement about totemism in Egypt—
Jane: —or anywhere else, for that
matter.
Mr. Jones: Right—but don’t inter
rupt. Let’s see just how the crocodile
was related to the Pharaoh; that won’t
be hard to find out, since our guide
book has a good deal to say about it.
The crocodile exhibits in this hall are
chronologically arranged; let us begin
at the beginning. Crocodilopolis was
always one of the top cult-places, in
Egypt,101 and the crocodile cult was
always important throughout the entire
land.102 The story was told at Croco
dilopolis that Menes, the first king of
a united Egypt, was once pursued by
his own dogs while hunting and was
rescued and carried to safety across the
waters by a crocodile.102 Here is a
Pyramid Text that actually says that
the king is Sobek the croc,103 even
though we read in another Pyramid
Text that this same Sobek is a vile and
licentious beast.103 Still other Pyramid
Texts show that in those early times
“the deified King appears in vital
power in the water as a crocodile,”
which H. Kees calls a concept of
prehistoric antiquity.104
Jane: I thought the king was sup
posed to be a bull in those early times.
Mr. Jones: Here in the Pyramid of
Unas, the last king of the Fifth Dynas
ty, he appears as a wild bull, “but
along with that the King is also
Sobek,” which J. Spiegel thinks is a
Lower Egyptian idea; at any rate, it
was accepted everywhere.105 Here in
this Middle Kingdom mural from
Medinet-Habu “the King is the bull of
the Desert, but he wears the costume of
Sobek, (the crocodile).”106 By the V
Dynasty the anthropomorphic or croco
dile-headed Sobek appears wearing
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various royal crowns, and by the XII
Dynasty he is attached to and even
identified with the Sun-god Re.100 Here
is a Middle Kingdom hymn to Sobek:
“Sobek the Shedite appears gloriously,
he has taken rulership of heaven and
filled the Two Lands with his power”;
it goes on to say that he wears the
Wrrt-crown and is worshiped by “the
sun-folk in Heliopolis,’Vthat he “seized
the sceptre and the crown . . . ruler
among the gods . . . who steals the
Wrrt-crown.”107
Jane: But how could a dirty old
crocodile ever be the sun?
Mr. Jones: In the hymns it calls him
the “Duplicate of Re, great luminary
that came forth from the flood . . .
son of Neith in Abydos.”107a I think
that explains it: Sobek is understand
ably the god of the shallow waters
from which life emerged in the begin
ning; he appears out of the water even
as the sun appears rising from the
primordial waters on the first day “in
splendor.”108 He is the only animal I
know of that spends half his time
basking in the tropical sun and the
other half basking in the tropical water.
Jane: “How doeth the little croco
dile. . . .”
Mr. Jones: To be sure. Here is a
Coffin Text that describes a monster
crocodile, “the Lord of B’khw,” holding
out with the huge serpents of primor
dial times in sacred and dangerous
haunts above the river—it is the sort
of thing that could go way back.109 In
this text the first of all thrones, the
throne of “the king of everything,” is
established “at the place of the four
crocodiles,” the king explaining to the
crocs who occupy the four regions that
he is going to create the Realm of Re
anew on earth, and asking for their
approval.110 It is as if the crocodiles as
the original inhabitants of the land
must grant permission to the king him
self to settle and take over.110 At any
rate, by the Middle Kingdom the
Sobek element in the royal names
“shows that the crocodile-god was still
thought of as something connected
with the monarchy,” according to
Gardiner.111 This was a survival of
older times, but it carried right over
until the end—in fact, in the later
dynasties the kings of Egypt were espe

cially devoted to the crocodile. Profes
sor Bonnet has given us a useful
summary of the whole story. In the
XII Dynasty, it says, Sobek “became a
god of the Residence, and as such came
to be very close to the royal house,”
and “the kings also of the 13th to 17th
Dynasties [where most scholars put
Abraham, incidentally] prefer names
containing homage to the crocodile.”
Note that: “homage to the croco
dile. . . .”112
Jane: What’s homage?
Mr. Jones: Submission. Here on a
crocodile statue it says that Sobek is
“the Horus who resides at Crocodil
opolis” and that “the King is a unique
friend of Sobek,”113 and here it says
“May the King make offerings to
Sobek of Crocodilopolis,” who is de
scribed as a depository of all the
attributes of power and authority.114
Gardiner is right—the croc has some
thing very special to do with royal
power; here is a papyrus from the
Fayyum that describes the crocodile
not as Pharaoh but as the god of
Pharaoh.115 According to Bonnet, the
submission of Pharaoh to the crocodile
down to the latest times is attested “by
the association of the crocodile with
the royal image on monuments and
in annals. Hence even the Ptolemies
reverenced the crocodile as their an
cestor.”116 And so Professor Bonnet
sums it up: “Sobek absorbs the god of
the King into himself” (“Sobek nimmt
also den Konigsgott in sich auf”), so
that “hymns of praise to the king and
his crowns can be addressed directly
to Sobek”; that is, the croc is the god
of Pharaoh. Bonnet believes that it all
goes back to the early “identity with
the rising sun-god,” which explains
why the Egyptians “were fond of
designating Sobek as nothing less than
‘the living image’ or even more popu
larly, the Ka (the power and essence)
of Re, so that he finally ends up like
Pharaoh as nothing less than the
Universal God.”116
Dick: Pretty good for an old croc.
Don’t any of the other animals rate
the same sort of promotion?
Mr. Jones: No. Though other beasts
are honored in different ways, only the
crocodile gets to wear all the royal
crowns. He is uniquely and exactly
what Joseph Smith calls him, “the
idolatrous gods of Pharaoh.”
Dick: In that case, what’s he doing
snooping around the altar?
Mr. Jones: Well, for one thing he
shows that it is an altar. You will never
find a croc like that in an embalming
scene—what good would he do there?
But in sacrificial settings he is right at
home.
Dick: Why?
Mr. Jones: In an embalming opera
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tion the whole idea is to preserve
everything possible of the remains; but
sacrifice aims at transmitting the life
and substance of the victim to some
body else, and that requires transform
ing it. Your little old crocodile was
just the party to take care of that opera
tion. We talked about the idea of a
transfusion in the lion-couch complex:
who received the life-giving transfusion
of the victim’s blood?
Dick and Jane: The king did.
Mr. Jones: But how? It is easy enough
to shed blood all over the place—the
human race excels at that—but how
can a king or anybody else absorb it?
Dick: By eating it. He used to be a
cannibal—everybody knows that!
Mr. Jones: Back in 1912 the one
professor who ventured a guess about
the crocodile in Facsimile 1 said, “I
see a crocodile, waiting to seize and
devour the dead if he be not protected
by ritual embalming against such a
fate.”117 That’s a pretty good guess,
wouldn’t you say? The croc is there
to devour something, because that is
the one thing he is good at. It is not
surprising that crocodiles infested
places where sacrifices were going on,
is it? They are scavengers. They share
that activity with lions: Here the
Nefertem lion kills an enemy prisoner
at a rite at which Sobek presides;118
here two crocs kneel before two lions,
all holding huge sacrificial knives, and
all facing the severed and enshrined
head of Osiris on a pole.119 We have
seen that a royal sacrificial victim was
necessarily an enemy, and Junker
showed “that when a sacrificial victim
represents an evil power it must be
eaten by the God.”120 How could the
king do that once he had given up
cannibalism in the days of Osiris?
Dick: By substitution, of course, just
as he avoided being sacrificed him
self.
Mr. Jones: And who would his sub
stitute be? Before you answer that im
pulsively, let me give you some hints.
Plutarch says that long before his
day the head of the Typhonian victim
was thrown into the river;121 and long
before him Herodotus reported that the
Egyptians believed that the royal sac
rifice had to be consumed by a beast.122
Here is a text from the Louvre address
ing the sacrificed Seth: “Thy heart is
given to Khentesktai, who hands it
over to the crocodile,” while intestines
are fed to the cat Bast.123 In the archaic
rites of Kom Ombos, a hawk (Horus)
was crucified and mourned as the
victim of the crocodile.124 At Heliop
olis in the resurrection rites “the
snatcher” was a sacred crocodile with
a feather on his head.125 The old croc
is right in there at the great local cult
centers, because he has an indispens
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able function to perform in the sacri
fices. In prehistoric times he was
especially important as Suchos, the
lord of the famous shrine of Osiris as
Busiris—and you know what that
means.
Jane: What does it mean?
Mr. Jones: Human sacrifice. Busiris
was at all times the legendary and his
torical headquarters of human sacri
fice in Egypt, and who presides there?
“Busiris is given to Suchos,” says this
Coffin Text; Suchos is “lord of Busiris,”
says another; and another calls him
“the fatherly sovran.”126 And so we get
more crocodile paradoxes: Here in the
tomb of King Tutankhamon he sits
enthroned as a king—but with two
powerful wedges driven into his head
so that he can’t harm anybody!126“1 In
the IX Dynasty the wicked king
Achthoes, “more cruel than all his
predecessors . . . was smitten with mad
ness and killed by a crocodile.”127 Here
the crocodile turns the tables on a
wicked king who practiced human sac
rifice and so performs a worthy service,
but in other cases it is the other way
around, when a righteous Pharaoh
overcomes the evil principle, embodied
as a crocodile.128 We have a dual per
sonality here: a hymn of Kom Ombos
that hails, “Sobek, Re, Lord of Ombos,
who loveth to show mercy after his
anger.”129 The most striking example
of the double role of the crocodile is
its function as Horus; Professor Kees
wrote an article about it.130 While one
tradition makes the crocodile the
Typhonian beast Seth that rent and
scattered the members of Osiris all
over the landscape, another makes it
Horus, the gatherer and preserver of
those very same scattered members.131
The crocodile, says Junker, “is both
Horus who finds and assembled the
members of Osiris, and the destroyer
who, Isis fears, has eaten Osiris.”132
Dick: How could it be both?
Mr. Jones: Professor Kees considered
this a prize example of Egyptian para
dox. The crocodile “Sobek is the Sun,
but also a divinity of darkness”; he is
the Adversary Seth of Osiris, yet it is
he who bears the body of Osiris rever
ently to Philae.133 In the great festival
of Khoiak, Horus “comes bringing on
the water the members of Osiris in his
form of crocodile. A transformation
takes place in the Temple of Osiris in
his name of Crocodile, Lord of Amu,”
and all this takes place as part of a
lion-couch rite.134 Here is an inscrip
tion from the Abaton of Philae: “Horus
came and brought the limbs of Osiris
out of the water in his (Horus’s) form
of a crocodile, to join them together in
the House of Osiris.” There you have
it: the crocodile kills and scatters the
members, which he then gathers to

gether again as a special favor. Pro
fessor E. Otto finds that very strange.135
Dick: So do I.
Mr. Jones: But it is quite logical if we
understand the very useful function
that the terrible crocodile must per
form in sacrificial rites. How was
Menes, the first king of Egypt, saved
by a crocodile?
Jane: By being carried across the
water.
Mr. Jones: Yes. The Greek version
says he was being saved from his dogs—
an idea familiar from Greek myth
ology—but the much older Egyptian
version says Menes was actually killed
by a hippopotamus (the kings used to
indulge in dangerous ritual hippo
hunts), but that a crocodile saved him
from death.136 Now this business of
a dead person being carried over the
waters is very familiar in Egyptian
literature. Just as the crocodile bore
the body of Osiris to Philae, a sacred
island forbidden to mortals and cut off
from the earth by surrounding waters,
so it was taught, the crocodile would
“bear the body ... of every person
through the heavenly waters” after
death.137 In the story of the Two
Brothers, the elder brother weeps for
the younger, who after his sacrificial
death cannot be reached because of the
crocodiles in the waters that separate
them.138 You see what this means:
What is the service performed by the
crocodile in these cases?
Dick: He carries people across to the
other world.
Mr. Jones: Yes, he transports them;
he provides the means of making the
transition. As in the rites of Khoiak,
he makes a “transformation” of the
body of Osiris possible. Herodotus II,
90 says that when any Egyptian was
carried away either by a crocodile or
by the Nile, he was deemed so sacred
that no one but a priest could touch
him, and his city had to bury him with
sacred rites. The Ombites considered
it a great honor to be eaten by a croco
dile, “and believed that people thus
sacrificed were the darlings of the
god.”139 Josephus says that the Egyp
tians of his day considered anyone
carried away by crocs to be “most
blessed and worthy of the god.”140
Aelian reported that the Egyptians
rejoiced to have their children carried
off by crocodiles, and that the mother
of such a child was highly honored in
her community;141 and Maximus of
Tyre tells about an Egyptian woman
who rejoiced when her son was eaten
by a pet crocodile that she herself
had raised up, deeming him “a fitting
gift to the local god.”142
In all these cases the victims were
considered as sacrifices and as happily
transported across the waters to a better
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"Joseph Smith was on very solid ground
in identifying the hawk

as the 'Angel of the Lord"'

world; the crocodile, as Frankfort puts
it, is really “a set of functions,” one
of which is transportation and trans
formation, exemplified in the efficient
way in which it removes its clients out
of this world.143 Down till late times
the Ombites would throw the heads
of all sacrificial victims to the sacred
crocodiles, which would make short
work of the remains; at the same time,
according to our informant, the people
of a neighboring city said that the
crocodiles were the embodiment of
Typhon, the destroyer.144 Well, why
not? Seth or Typhon dispatched Osiris
and sent him out of the world—that
was a necessary function if there was
to be a resurrection, a valued and
necessary service that needed to be
done, and as such the Egyptians appre
ciated it and the crocodile. That is why
“the crocodile appears to the Egyptians
as a mighty symbol of the resurrected
divine king. The Osiris myth was
able to exploit the idea: Osiris became
‘Suchos, the Lord of the marsh.’ ”145
Dick: So now the crocodile is not
only Seth who killed Osiris, and Horus
who saved him, but he is also Osiris
himself. Isn’t that a bit steep?
Mr. Jones: He doesn’t have to be
everything at once. In the feast of
Osiris the fekhti priest says, “I am
Horus, I have come to thee, mighty
goddess, bringing the body of my
father. ... A model is then placed on
a lion-couch in a special chamber.” It
is explained that “Horus in the form
of a crocodile brings his father’s
members, for on this day he is to be
transformed.” The model is then
placed on its back.
Dick: The good old lion-couch
drama.
Mr. Jones: Yes, and a crocodile as
Horus, the living king, is one of the
actors. The Osiris figure is then re
moved from the bed and set upright
on a golden stand, to be exposed to
the sun and painted green—obviously
Osiris coming to life again.146 Here
are a lot of later amulets showing
Horus treading on the crocodiles while
holding dangerous lions by the tail—
it is a charm to protect people and
houses against these beasts, and “repre
sent the renewal of youth,” the over
coming of the most dangerous threats
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to life by the reborn Horus.147 As
Seth seeks to destroy the newly born
Horus, his mother is told to flee across
the waters until she reaches “the house
of the Crocodile” in the Delta, where
she and her son will be safe.148 If you
want a shockingly literal concept of
resurrection, Pliny says that though
the crocodiles of Egypt are a terror to
the wicked, they can even be ridden by
the righteous, and can by the proper
treatment be induced to regurgitate
their victims for burial.149
Jane: How nasty!
Mr. Jones: The Egyptians thought it
was a salutary performance. Dick,
would you say the crocodile’s power
was, on the whole, good or bad?
Dick: That depends on how it is
used.
Mr. Jones: Exactly. Dr. Kees says that
it was precisely because the crocodile
was so dangerous that its power was
coveted—to do what? For one thing,
according to Kees, to do just what the
lion did and play the part of “a danger
ous guardian.” It specialized in guard
ing the severed head of Osiris, as in
this impressive scene from the tomb of
Seti I.150 Since the heads and hearts of
sacrificial victims were in early times
thrown to the crocodiles, we can pretty
well guess where this idea came from.
Dick: The croc would “take care” of
those items, all right!
Mr. Jones: Yes, by properly disposing
of them. There is a Middle Kingdom
offering-tablet of which Kees makes a
good deal, which declares that anyone
who damages the offerings must come
under the dread knife of the Horuscrocodile himself.150* So it is clear that
the dire talents of the crocodile were
in special demand in sacrificial situa
tions. In the Joseph Smith papyrus it
makes little difference whether we
think of the crocodile as Horus or
Seth: in either case he provides an un
mistakable clue to the kind of death
the person on the couch must face. As
“the idolatrous god of Pharaoh,” he is
the form in which Pharaoh is able to
consume the flesh and blood of his
victims (an idea often expressed in the
sacrificial liturgy), and be refreshed
and renewed by them. Remember those
early sacrificial texts we read in which
the king was told that the enemy’s

blood was being shed so that he could
be revived and rejuvenated by it? It
was not enough merely to shed blood—
it had to be consumed in some way,
and by whom more effectively than by
the efficient scavengers to whom the
hearts and heads of of sacrificial victims
were thrown, the terrifying embodi
ment of primordial kingship that
swarmed in sacred immunity around
the oldest sacrificial altars of the land?
So it is anything but fantastic to
designate the crocodile in Facsimile 1 as
“the idolatrous God of Pharaoh” in
his capacity of participating in a sacri
ficial scene.
But let us get back to the main
stream of our story. The man on the
altar being in mortal peril prays for
deliverance, and God sends an angel
and rescues him. Now before we get
into the extensive literary treatments of
that theme, there is a little item that
it would be well to get out of the way,
and that is what we should have started
with, namely:
Facsimile No. 1, Figure 1: “The An
gel of the Lord”: What we want to ask
is, since when is a hawk an angel?
Some have recently maintained not
only that Figure 1 in the papyrus
should have a human head, but that
it actually does have one.
Dick: Wouldn’t that make a better
angel than one with a hawk’s head?
Mr. Jones: By the conventions of
Christian art it would. But there are
serious objections to accepting a human
head on the Egyptian bird.
Dick: Why? I’ve seen lots of Egyp
tian soul-birds with human heads.
Mr. Jones: Yes, but none as hard to
recognize as this one, I’ll wager. And
if you go and dig up all those human
headed birds, you will find that every
one of them has conspicuous legs and
claws in which he is holding ankh
signs or shw feathers, and in many cases
have arms been added to the legs—
arms upraised in prayer. But this bird
has no legs at all, let alone arms—he
is another kind of bird. Joseph Smith
was on very solid ground in identify
ing the hawk in Facsimile 1 (no matter
who drew it!) as “the Angel of the
Lord,” because according to Egyptian
thinking the very best way to show an
angel was by a hawk. The trouble
with interpreting Egyptian birds is that
there are so many of them and birds
seem to be just naturally symbolical—
mantic, if you will. If you look over
a hundred or so lion-couch scenes, you
will find that the birds perform in a
great variety of roles—sometimes there
are five, sometimes only one, but they
are all there for a purpose, though not
for the same purpose. That is what
makes it so confusing. The experts back
in 1912 disagreed about the bird in

Improvement Era

Facsimile 1 more than anything else—
one scholar said it was one thing and
another said it was another, and this
is one time when comparison with other
lion-couch scenes only confuses the
issue.
Dick: Why?
Mr. Jones: Because you will find
among the others not one consistent
bird pattern, but all kinds of birds
doing all kinds of things. Just look at
this lion-couch scene in the shrine of
Opet: There is only one bird there,
flying above the man on the couch—
but what a bird! Professor Varille
recognized it as a ba-bird.
Jane: What’s a ba-bird?
Mr. Jones: That is the part of a per
son that enters his body when he is
born and leaves it when he dies.
Dick: It must be his spirit, then.
Mr. Jones: That is what the ba is—a
representation of the human spirit.
Not because human spirits look like
birds, but because the idea of a bird
best represents the spirit’s lightness
and its ability to move freely and spurn
the heavy gravity of the earth. As
Professor Drioton wrote, “Nothing was
ever farther from the Egyptian mental
ity than metempsychosis.”
Jane: What’s metempsychosis?
Mr. Jones: That is when human
beings actually take over other forms
than human: this depicting of gods and
men in animal form is never to be
taken literally, according to Drioton.151
Jane: But if they always drew spirits
like birds, wouldn’t people come to
think they were birds?
Mr. Jones: Professor Frankfort sug
gests that it was to avoid that very
mistake that “in tomb designs the
dead are depicted as birds with human
heads—possibly a graphic device to
distinguish them from real birds.”152
Some people have insisted that the
bird in Facsimile 1 should have a
human head, or even that it does have
one. But is that necessary? Look ^t all
these other lion-couch scenes: ’how
many birds do you see?
Dick: About a hundred, I guess.
Mr. Jones: And how many of them
have human heads?
Dick: I can see only four.
Mr. Jones: You see, statistics are all
in favor of giving our bird a hawk’s
head. But statistics aren’t everything.
Look—in our prize exhibit, the Opet
scene, the bird does have a human
head. It has been recognized, of course,
as a ba-bird, but that is only the be
ginning of the story; notice that the
bird has the body of the vulture Mwt,
showing that it is Osiris’s mother, but
it has the claws of the inundation-bird
b’h, showing that it is the beginning
of life; at the same time it wears the
beard and feather-crown of Amon, and
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the inscription tells us that it is “AmonRe, the sublime soul of Osiris, which
alights on his corpse in his place of
birth.” That means, according to Pro
fessor Varille, that “the figure on the
lion couch is the counter-part of the
bird above. . . .”153 Now tell me how
many people that one bird is!
Jane: First of all, if it is a ba it must
be the soul of Osiris. Oh yes, it even
says so: “The sublime Ba of Osiris. ..
Dick: It’s only his counterpart.
Mr. Jones: It says here, “The august
spirit (Ba) of Osiris is coming to unite
itself with his body.” For a bringing
together of spirit and body, both father
and mother are necessary. And who is
the king when he is reborn?
Jane: Oh, I know. It’s Horus. Is the
bird Horus, too?
Dick: But Horus is always a hawk,
don’t you know? Say! Maybe that’s
why they don’t draw a hawk’s head
on the bird—because if they did every
body would think it was only Horus
and nothing else.
Jane: But then what do they do when
they want to show that the bird is
Horus too, along with all those other
things?
Dick: Draw another bird, I suppose—
a real hawk.
Jane: But that’s too complicated.
Mr. Jones: Is it any more complicated
than what we have here? That seems
to be exactly the kind of complication
we get in these lion-couch scenes. If
you will just look in the south sanctu
ary at Opet, you will see a scene
showing how “little Horus” takes hawk
form during a gestation period in the
marshes, “his temporal father being
Osiris who revives in his son, but
whose spiritual father is the life-giving
Amon.”154 The hawk can be Osiris
as well as his father, his mother, and
his son! The whole amazing operation
takes place on the lion couch, and to
put over the whole message a variety
of birds is necessary. It is as silly to
think that a bird can have only one
significance as to think the same of a
lion-couch. Our guidebook says that
the original soul-bird of Osiris was the
benu-bird, nothing less than the Phoe
nix of Heliopolis, but that ordinary
spirits were usually represented by the
crested Ibis, the akh-bird, and that
from the Middle Kingdom on soul-birds
were shown without human heads as
herons, storks, swallows, lapwings,
geese, and falcons, that is, always by
migrating birds.155
Dick: Because spirits migrate, I sup
pose.
Mr. Jones: But here is a study that
say that the spirits of the dead are rep
resented by falcons only after the Mid
dle Kingdom.150 Before that the hawk
and falcon were reserved for the royal

Horus alone:157 there is certainly no
shortage of evidence for that! Only
in the latest period is “the falcon
sometimes confused with the soul
bird.”157 Here Miss Klebs tells how the
soul-bird can signify either that the
soul is flying away—or can serve as a
protector, or a guide, or brood upon the
body as an egg, looking forward to fu
ture resurrection, or fan it with its
wings to preserve or restore the breath
of life, etc.158 While the hawk on the
ceiling of Tut’s tomb may be the king’s
soul flying away to heaven,159 he can
just as well be flying “from heaven as
a hawk . . . ,”160 if he can go one way
he can go the other; that perhaps is
why the hawk is the only symbol to
appear in all the known predynastic
Palettes and maces—because he alone
represents the certain tie between heav
en and earth.161
Dick: How come?
Mr. Jones: Because of his special
qualifications. For the ancients, the
hawk, which could soar out of sight in
the sky, was the only bird that could
fly between heaven and earth, that
could go to the sun and return.162 If
the king was going to heaven, it would
have to be as a hawk, chosen to repre
sent both the soul of the king and the
sun to which he returned, “because it
excelled all other birds known to the
Egyptian in its ability to fly at a very
great height.”163 That is why we find
on the seals of the very earliest kings the
majestic image of “the hawk . . . the
great dweller in the heavens” sitting
above the archaic srkh, the palace gate,
as the one who communicates between
the earthly and the heavenly dwelling
of royalty.164 From the beginning,
“every king placed great importance
on his identification with the Horus
hawk,” emphasizing that he had come
from afar, from heaven itself.165 The
name Horus comes from hry, “ ‘to be
far off,’ sometimes, ‘to betake oneself
to a distance,’ ” and the first king of a
united Egypt designated himself as “he
who is in the distant heaven” to
emphasize the heavenly and super
natural nature of his power as that of
“Great God, Lord of the Heavens,”
which of course got him identified
with the Sun-god Re in short order.166
The idea behind the early seals seems
to be expressed in this Coffin Text, 148:
“See Horus, you gods! I am Horus, the
Falcon who is on the battlements of
the Mansion of Him whose name is
hidden. My flight aloft has reached
the horizon, I have overpassed the gods
of the sky. ... I go up in my flight, and
there is no god who can do what I have
done. ... I am Horus, more distant of
place than men or gods. . . .”167 Here
is a still earlier one: “The King is no
longer on earth but in heaven. He
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sails to heaven like the flamingo and
kisses the sky like a hawk.”168 Here is a
brand-new study by the renowned Prof.
S. Schott in which he tells us that the
hawk offers the student a particularly
useful insight into the relationship be
tween speculation and image in Egyp
tian thinking.168* He cites inscriptions
telling how the hawk “flies up even to
heaven,” “opens [his] wings to the
limits of the universe,” and “speeds
through the cosmos to the place of
light.”168* In this capacity he bears
the names of “Announcer” (Ausspruch,
Hw) and “Knower” (Erkenntnis, Sja),
showing him to be the messenger of
messengers.168b Now as the one being
that can pass freely between the remot
est reaches of the universe and the
earth, the hawk is preeminently quali
fied—in fact, he is the only fully
qualified candidate—for the job of
heavenly messenger.
Jane: You mean like angels in the
Bible?
Mr. Jones: If you will look up all the
references to wings in the Bible, you
will find that wings are never found
on angels, but are often referred to in
a purely symbolic sense. Just so the
Egyptians, as Canon Drioton noted,
did not for a moment believe that an
angel would really take the form of a
hawk, but thought that a hawk was a
very expressive symbol of the way in
which angels get around.169 Professor
Gardiner, who says that “the concept
of ‘messengers’ who performed the
behest of the gods is known from the
Book of the Dead and elsewhere,
e.g. P.T. 1252b,”170 is also good enough
to point out that the Greeks called such
a messenger an “angelos,” from which
our own word angel is derived.170 The

sign of such a messenger is and always
was the hawk or falcon. “The hawk is
the divine messenger who brought the
book of Wisdom to Thebes,” according
to Diodorus; “though they understand
this symbolically,” he explains, “it is
said at Thebes that a Hawk brought the
divine Book from heaven to the priests”;
for that reason “the priestly scribes
[hierogrammateis] wear a red ramma
and a hawk’s feather on their heads.”171
Either the god or' his representative
could be the messenger—indeed the
messenger as an ambassador was neces
sarily an embodiment of him who sent
him: “He comes for life as a messenger
of Horus,” says a Pyramid Text, in
which messengers are sent “on the wing
of Thoth.”172 Aelian reports that “the
Egyptians say that the living hawk is a
blessed bird and that after death it can
prophesy and send prophetic dreams,
being pure spirit stripped of the flesh
it can bring healing prescriptions to
believers.”173 Diodorus I, 87 also re
ports that the Egyptian hawk is the
great mantic and prophetic bird. Its
most famous embodiment is the great
magician Pharaoh Nectanabos, who, to
apprise Philip of Macedon of the di
vine conception of Alexander, “flew
and appeared to him as a hawk speak
ing to him in dreams,” from Egypt; at
the same time he visited the queen in
the form of a hawk and so begot the
divine Alexander—which, of course, is
another Egyptian idea, conspicuous
among our lion-couch episodes.174
When Philip asked a seer about his
dream, he was told, “Thy wife shall
conceive for thee a son, who shall
rule over the entire world.”174 Here the
messenger hawk was the divine-king
himself, but sometimes he could be

just an extension of the king, or of the
powers of heaven.
Dick: What does that mean?
Mr. Jones: Well, here is a hawk
picture from the First Dynasty, the
famous ivory comb of King Djet: the
spread-out wings represent, it is agreed,
the protecting powers of heaven ex
tended to those dwelling on earth.175
This idea of the hawk as an earnest of
heavenly protection carries right on
into the tombs and coffins of later
times when the outspread wings of the
bird of heaven protect the dead from
corruption or other harm or even ex
tending healing influence.176 Through
out the ancient world we meet with
the bird who flies ahead of the king
and reports to his lord and master all
that is going on in it.
Jane: A watchbird, eh?
Mr. Jones: A very familiar concept.
In the Ramesseum Papyrus, Horus
says to Thoth: “Take possession of thy
two Falcon-standards that go before
thy face,” these being “the two eyes,”
the king’s spies.177 Well, it should be
apparent by now that according to
Egyptian thinking the proper embodi
ment of a divine messenger or angel
should be by all means a hawk. But
we still don’t know enough about the
hawk in the Joseph Smith papyrus. I
think it would be a good idea at this
point to quit the museum for awhile
and go over to the library. Museum
people have a way of neglecting librar
ies, and vice versa, which is quite under
standable. But we have some wonderful
texts that can really help us out with
our facsimiles. I will meet you again
in the museum after I have dug around
a bit in the papyri.
O
(To be continued)
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