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Figure 1. An engraving of Athanasius Kircher (age 62) taken from China Illustrata. 
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Figure 2. Collegio Romano, where Kircher received the title of Professor of Oriental 

Languages. The central edifice, above, was literally built atop the cavernous ruins of 

an ancient Temple of Isis. 
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Figure 3. The Lateran Obelisk. The oldest and largest obelisk in Rome (height: 32 m, 

weight: 455 metric tons. Oedipus Aegyptiacus, Tomus III, pages 160–161. 
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Figure 4. An “intermediate” or “reformed” Egyptian alphabet. Kircher presented it as 

between ancient Egyptian and Coptic (Obeliscus Pamphilius, pages 130–132). 
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Figure 5. Kircher commissioned an engraving of himself solving the Sphinx’s riddle. 
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Kircher’s translation: “Supramundane Osiris, concealed in the center 
of eternity, flows down into the world of the genii that is most near, simi-
lar, and immediately subject to him. This into the Osirian spirit of the sen-
sible world, and its soul, which is the sun. This into Osiris Apis, the benefic 
Agathodaemon of the elementary world, who distributes the participated 
virtue of Osiris into all the members of the lower world. His minister and 
faithful assistant, the polymorphous daemon, shows by the variety which 
he causes and controls an abundance and plenty of all necessary things. 
But the benefic energy of the polymorphic daemon can be variously im-
peded by adverse virtues; hence, the sacred tablet of Mophta and Mendes 
must be employed, through whom it acquires the humid strength and fer-
tility of the Nile, so that it can make the good influences flow unimpeded. 
Because the polymorphous daemon is unable to complete this unaided, 
the cooperation of Isis is needed, whose humidity tempers Mendes’s dry-
ness; for obtaining which the following sacred Osirian tablet is ordained, 
by which sacrifices may be conducted as prescribed in the Comasian rites. 
Through this tablet, then, and through the sight of it, supramundane Osi-
ris shows the wished-for bounty of necessary things.” 

 

Figure 6. The Celian Obelisk. The actual translation is “Horus, powerful bull, beloved 

of Maat, king of Upper and Lower Egypt, son of the Sun, Ramses II.” 
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Figure 7. Kircher’s attempt to demonstrate that all languages have a common origin, 

which he called proto-Hebrew or the Adamic language. The headers for the columns 

read: “Letter Value,” “A double mystical character said to have been delivered by the 

angels,” “Intermediate character according to Abraham de Balmes,” “Characteristics 

of ancient Samaritan in various forms drawn from coins and authors,” “Lively Samar-

itan characters from coins extracted from Vilalpando,” “The Mosaic character, in 

which he wrote the law on tablets drawn from the tombs of various rabbis,” “Syriac 

character,” “True Hebrew or Assyrian character.” 
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Figure 8. Museo Kircheriano. The image above was produced by Georgius de Sepibus 

(1678). Although the proportions are not correct, the contents are accurate. Kircher, 

in his ferraiolo, stands in the foreground, greeting two visitors. 



 How The Book of Mormon Came to Pass 

© 2024 Lars Pauling Nielsen. All rights reserved. 

  
 

 

 
 

Figure 9. Kircher’s “Cryptologic Magnetic Machine” featured five transparent balls in 

a row, all of which contained pointing figurines holding a spindle, as a means to “trans-

late” letters, one at a time, from a person on one side of the exhibit to someone on 

the opposite end—what we might call a magnetic telegraph today—except that it had 

hidden controls only visible to the steward of the exhibit. The patron would turn the 

top of the leftmost ball (A) to a desired letter. Then, hidden magnets, weights, and 

pulleys would cause the pointer and spindle of ball E to rotate to the same letter. The 

magnetic pointers in balls B, C, and D (who are angels, not humans) would also rotate 

but in a manner less constrained, giving the impression to the onlooker that spiritual 

magnetism would cause the information to be passed ethereally from globe to globe, 

and thus, from one end of the exhibit to the other. The inscription beneath the ma-

chine said: Through this distant and absent guide, mute friends are united in their lan-

guage, and the deaf have ears. 
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Figure 10. The Magnetic Oracle. This exhibit showcased a collection of fortune-telling, 

spiritually magnetic compasses. Some pointers were human and held spindles. Others 

were animals, with the spindle being the point of a beak or the tail of a crocodile. 

Needles sometimes pointed to emotions, astrological signs, or runes. The instructions 

read: “The visitor is invited to ask some questions about signs of the zodiac, planets, 

winds, or the system by which the date of Easter is calculated. The operator then 

moves the pointer T to cause the magnet S to revolve, in turn causing the figures in 

the globes to point to the answer.” A large, spinnable bar magnet was concealed 

within the obelisk, which Kircher said was a “spiritual needle” pointing to heaven. 
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Figure 11. A stage on which Kircher presented an exhibit of three glass and metallic 

balls. Each contained an internal pointer of some kind and writings or depictions on 

the surfaces of the spheres. Magnets, hydraulics, gears, pumps, and pulleys were hid-

den from view. 
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Figure 12. An Illustration showing some of the behind-the-scene functionality of a 

particular “magnetic epicyclic disk.” Each sphere was filled with clear oil and water, 

which would not mix, allowing for objects therein to appear suspended, when they 

were actually floating. Magnets, thin silk threads, and a hidden pulley system rotated 

the balls, suggesting certain arrangements of planets and constellations, which was 

not entirely accurate. The combination of orientations would also be taken as a hor-

oscope—with the same fun attitude that one has when interacting with a magic 8 ball, 

a Ouija board, or a mood ring. Here the objects “seem to move of their own accord 

but are in fact controlled by concealed magnets.” 
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Figure 13. The Perpetual Magnetic Horoscope. The brass globe on the right would 

absorb body heat from a patron’s hands, thus changing the pressure of the connected 

air chamber beneath it, which would then pump water through a thin straw to a res-

ervoir, which would power a water wheel, drive a crank, turn a magnet, and conse-

quently change the orientation of the inner globe on the left. In this exhibit, the 

pointer and spindle were stationary. 
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Figure 14. The Archimedes Sphere. In the glass globe on the right, the pointer, who is 

holding a spindle, would reveal the hours of the night in which certain constellations 

should appear on the ball on the left. The months of the year, which would influence 

the orientation of the visible constellations, was mediated by the dial between the 

two. By interacting with either ball, the other changes accordingly—always through 

hidden (and often magnetic) mechanisms. 
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Figure 15. An allegorical, spiritually magnetic compass. The direction of the wind 

would turn a weather vane, which would spin an axle, thus connecting the sphere to 

the clockface. The script accompanying this exhibit no longer exists, but it might have 

said something like this: When making a voyage across life’s wind-tossed seas—signi-

fied by the literal ship in the background—one needs to consider more than just the 

time of day and the direction of the wind; we must also incorporate other forces that 

we cannot see, but feel must be there—like the spiritually magnetic force of God. If 

you are aligned with Him, then your internal compass will work properly and you will 

be guided to safe shores and to a land of promise. 
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Figure 16. A portrait of Fabius Chisius engraved on metallic plate and printed in some 

of Kircher’s works. The inscription reads: “Papal Nuncio and Mediator for the General 

Peace, produced with the king’s privilege.” 
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   Print Brass plate 

 

Figure 17. A 17th-century illustration (left) and its corresponding red-brass copper-

plate (right). The print and plate are mirror images of one another. The majority of 

plates from the time period were eventually recycled due to the high cost of mining, 

smelting, and refining. No plates commissioned by Kircher survive today. 
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 Charles II Emperor Leopold I Pope Clement X 

 

    
 Pope Innocent X Emperor Ferdinand III Wilhelm von Habsburg 

 

Figure 18. Selected patrons and benefactors, whose likenesses were engraved upon 

golden-brass plates and were subsequently included in the front matter of Kircher’s 

publications. 
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Figure 19. The Bembine Table of Isis, a bronze tablet (not a brass plate) dating to the 

first century CE. Kircher included a reproduction and “translation” of the tablet in Oe-

dipus Aegyptiacus. 
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Figure 20. The cat piano. Each key is connected to a mechanism that pokes a partic-

ular cat, who (theoretically) had been trained to meow on cue—supposedly with 

perfect pitch. “The idea was [once] described in Musurgia Universalis, Kircher’s influ-

ential book of musicology, [which] has been well-known among scholars since it was 

first published in 1650. … In fact, Kircher wasn’t even the first one to come up with 

it. … But the idea did get new life from Kircher’s treatment.” 
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Figure 21. The sunflower clock. The flower is inserted into a cork, which both floats in 

a pool of water and conceals a magnet. A spindle points to the direction of the time 

of day, as if it were a sundial. If a museum patron were to turn the flower away from 

the correct time of day, it would bob and oscillate back to the true time seemingly 

magically. In reality, a large magnet under the table would have been turned to the 

exact time in which the next group of tourists would end up in front of the exhibit. 
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Figure 22. The second and favorite of Joseph Smith’s five seer stones. For over a dec-

ade, Smith put his stones in the bottom of his hat to look (or pretend to look) for 

buried treasure—sometimes earnestly and sometimes only for the money. He found 

the above rock in 1822 when he was sixteen years old. 
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Figure 23. Sor Juana Inéz de la Cruz, a Mexican Hieronymite nun, “The Phoenix of 

México.” The oil on canvas is attributed to Nicolás Enríquez de Vargas, 1722. 
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Figure 24. The Liahona is the international magazine of the Mormon church. Lehi, 

Nephi’s father in The Book of Mormon, is holding “the Liahona,” one of Kircher’s spir-

itually magnetic compasses. In English, the caption says “Find in Your New Liahona a 

Compass for Our Day.” 
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Figure 25. The Barachias Nephi obelisk, engraved on a golden-brass plate. Despite the 

fact that the original was a hoax, Kircher provided the following “translation” in both 

Arabic and Latin: Here the sun, the moderator of all things, the fertile divinity of the 

Nile, on account of the benefits conferred on mortals, is to be celebrated with divine 

service. Here the inventor of agriculture, planting, seeding, the preserver of Egypt, the 

Genius of the universe, the repeller of evils, the fertile divinity of the Nile, the vigilant 

guardian of things, on account of the benefits conferred on mortals, is to be celebrated 

with divine honors and service. 
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Figure 26. The Kinderhook plates. 
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Figure 27. The first page of Smith’s Grammar and Alphabet of the Egyptian Language 

(GAEL), part of what is now called the Kirtland Egyptian Papers (KEP). 
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Figure 28. Peiresc discusses having met with Kircher to inspect his Nephi manuscript. 
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b) 

 
 

c) 

 
 

Figure 29. a) Smith’s one page of “reformed Egyptian” “characters.” b) A particular 

organization and rotation of thirty-six characters from that set. c) An internet meme. 
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Figure 30. A front-page article published in New York Times (December 29, 1912). 
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Figure 31. A small subset of collection cards from the A. Dean Larsen file within BYU’s 

Special Collections. Notice that each of Kircher’s works was immediately placed in the 

vault; only recently have these volumes and the details of their procurement been 

made accessible—at my request. 
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Figure 32. Facsimile 2 from The Book of Abraham. Notice that the penis of Min (7) was 

erased from the 1902 edition (a) to make the scriptural content more PG-rated, which 

policy was reversed in 1981 (b). 
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Figure 33. Kircher’s map of the Atlantic (ca. 1665), detailing the position of the island 

of Atlantis. North is downward. 
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Figure 34. The sophomore class of 1803 dedicated an engraving of the school (top) to 

John Wheelock, who succeeded his father as the Second President of Dartmouth Col-

lege. Some have suggested that Professor Smith may be the portly professor in the 

lower right-hand corner. The class gift also featured an inscription (below), which was 

the same poem that John Wheelock recited during his commencement speech. 
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Figure 35. Potential mechanisms for Kircherisms getting into The Book of Mormon. I sometimes call K5 the Straight Path. 
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Figure 36. An excerpt from Bibliotheca Sacra and Theological Review showing notable 

volumes possessed by Dartmouth pre-1850. Oedipus Aegyptiacus is specifically listed. 
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Figure 37. A snippet from the typed field notes of Arlene Hess. 
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Figure 38. Frontispiece of Le Parasite Mormon. The gluttonous, plagiaristic, and para-

sitic main character, Mormon, stands in a pot that doubles as a podium, lecturing the 

chefs on how to properly cook his last meal (he himself is to be the main course). The 

text beneath the image says: “O friend, do you see the cook teaching? Such a man 

makes a spectacle of himself from a tripod of brass.” 
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Figure 39. The bend in the Conneaut River where Spalding places the cavernous hill 

from his Stories from Lost Manuscripts Found. Spalding imagines that the ancient fort, 

like the Temple of Solomon, was built atop a cave containing the golden plates and 

the wisdom of the ages—a clear allusion to the founding myth of Royal Arch Masonry. 
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a)  

b)  

 

Figure 40. Simia mormon, or “scary-faced ape.” Simia is the genus name and mormon 

is the species name (uncapitalized). The bottom figure is how the monkey was de-

picted in 1796 by Harrison, Cluse & Co. (another Fleet Street publisher). 
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Inset figures from Chapter 14. (top) The relationship between Pierre de “Monmor” 

and his caricature, “Mormon,” is itself a chiasm, which Monsieur de Vayer constructed 

to shield himself from potential legal action. (middle) In the early 1640’s, Ménage had 

called Montmaur a gargoyle, which Valois and Vayer connected to épouvantail (scare-

crow) through a clever sequence. (bottom) The word “Mormon” written in the 

Deseret alphabet. 

χ
gargoyle → Mormo → Mormon → Monmor → Montmaur

Montmaur → Monmor → Mormon → Mormo → scarecrow

→



 How The Book of Mormon Came to Pass 

© 2024 Lars Pauling Nielsen. All rights reserved. 

  
 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

Figure 41. Instances of therefore (gray) and wherefore (black) in The Book of Mormon, 

broken down by chapter. The top graphic a) shows the publication order of the books 

within The Book of Mormon. The middle graphic b) shows the order as dictated by 

Smith to his scribes. The bottom graphic c) shows the order in which the books were 

composed by Rigdon. Quotations from the KJV are omitted for clarity. 
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Figure 42. The timeline associated with the Smith-Cowdery dictation (the production of the C text in 1829). 
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Table 1. 

 

Evidence Weight

AK0 AK0 K1 K2 K3 K4 K5C K5P K6 K7 AK0 AK0 K1 K2 K3 K4 K5C K5P K6 K7

10% 10% 10% 10% 10% 10% 10% 10% 10% 10% E 1 w 1

E 2 w 2

E 3 w 3

Prior Probabilities Posterior Probabilities
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a) 

 
 

b) 

 
 

Figure 43. From Oedipus Aegyptiacus, Tomus I. a) A man (or statue of a man) without 

arms standing in a field next to a ram (page 205), and b) the translation into English 

of a snippet of text coming immediately before the image (on the prior page). 



 How The Book of Mormon Came to Pass 

© 2024 Lars Pauling Nielsen. All rights reserved. 

  

 

 
 

Figure 44. Card catalog entry for The Romance of Celes in the Library of Congress. 
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Figure 46. One of the lamens that the Smith family used in conjunction with talis-

mans to confer protection, fortune, and luck. 



 How The Book of Mormon Came to Pass 

© 2024 Lars Pauling Nielsen. All rights reserved. 

  

 
 

Figure 47. Long before the Christian era, the dance of the tarantella was thought to 

cure tarantula bites. Kircher, however, was the first to invoke spiritual magnetism in 

the mechanism. 
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The first Mormon, Pierre de Montmaur (from Histoire de Pierre de Montmaur). 
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