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CHAPTER 1
The Hierophant’s Tale

Fulda, Germany. As the youngest of nine children, he spent his formative years

in relative bliss, fully content with-hisyparents’ expectation that he would one
day become a priest. He was, aftérall,the namesake of St. Athanasius, the same who
was exiled to Germany from the'Holy See of Alexandria in the fourth century by Con-
stantine. Between 1624 and{1628, Kirchér studied theology in Mainz, where he was
ordained to the Jesuit orderin the €atholic Church (Figure 1). For much of his life, he
was employed by the Vaticanias a linguist, serving as its Professor of Oriental Lan-
guages at Collegio Rom@ane,(Figure 2). He was quite famous in his day, publishing more
than forty books between 1630 and 1680, largely due to his position as a “spanner
node” at the intersection of the world’s two largest social networks: the Society of
Jesus and the more'secular Republic of Letters.? Most historians today conclude that
at the center of hissmeteoric rise to fame, there was, disappointingly, a categorical lie.
At best, he told thisdie;to get himself out of a serious predicament. At worst, he did
not.

Q thanasius Kircher, “the last man who knéw.everything,”! was born in 1601 near

Early in his'career, Kircher claimed to have found a key to deciphering ancient
Egyptianhieroglyphs: the lost manuscripts of Rabbi Barachias Nephi, a source he fab-
ricated. Kircher presented Nephi as if he were a Jewish rabbi, an Egyptian Arab, and a
bygone linguist, speaking both Hebrew and Arabic but writing in the language of the
Coptic Egyptians. Kircher would sometimes refer to him as Rabbi Nephi, Abba Nephi,
Abbe Nephi, Abbenephi (a contraction), Abenephi (a contraction with fewer b’s), and
the Latinized Abenephius. For context, “Abbe” is the Hebrew word for “father,” and
“Abbe” is to “rabbi” as “father” is to “priest.” Incidentally, all English-speaking Mormons
today pronounce Nephi, the first character of The Book of Mormon, as 'NE-fT (rhyming
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Figure 1. An engraving of Athanasius Kircher (age 62) taken from China lllustrata.
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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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with “knee-high”). In all likelihood, Kircher probably pronounced it 'NEF-é (rhyming
with “hefty” but without the /t/ sound), which is how it is pronounced by Mormons
when speaking in a Romance language.

The Vatican quickly promoted Kircher, making him the chair of his department,
and charged him with publishing translations of the many obelisks that'itihad pillaged
throughout the centuries, one of which is depicted in Figure 3. Hundreds,of such mon-
oliths had been transported to Italy by its emperors and popes, which were subse-
guently “cleansed by exorcism, crowned with crosses or statues,of saints, and orna-
mented with pious descriptions.”® And they were in desperate need, of translation.
Were the engraved symbols pagan? Or did they have ancient wisdom waiting to be
deciphered? If the latter, then the Jesuits of Rome simply'hadito,be the first to know.

Having put his own feet to the fire, Kircher announeced after a short span of
four years that he was ready to publish the first ofsthree keysithat together would
unlock the ancient wisdom that had been preservedin the pyramids of Egypt. Several
of his colleagues had posited that Coptic was somehow descended from hieroglyphics,
but none could discover precisely how the modern [anguage might have evolved from
its predecessor. In Prodromus Coptus, Kirchér claimed to have reverse-engineered a
“forerunner” of the Coptic language—with refarmed characters somewhere between
modern Coptic and ancient hieroglyphs/whieh he wholly invented (Figure 4). A good
example of one of his many reformed charactersinvolves the Coptic letter phi, ®:

Kircher calls it a symbol of the world, with its two poles. In his
subsequent charts of the/Copti@alphabet, he always shows this letter,
not with a simple vertical line through it but with two intersecting pyr-
amids, implying therebyto haver‘corrected’ the simplified Coptic form
of the letter and to have restored the intention of its inventor, [which]
is retrospectively attributed to Hermes Trismegistus. ... The readers of
Prodromus Coptus mayinot all have grasped the distinction between
authentic hieroglyphs,and ones invented by Kircher.4

To properly understand Kircher’s obsession with the restoration of hiero-
glyphs, we must go back ta one of the founding narratives of Egyptian mythology.
Thoth was ong'ofthe first'deities; he came to life from the lips of Ra and was therefore
birthed without a propénmother.> He was credited with the invention of hieroglyphic
writing, which wasythought to be a vehicle for the storage and transmission of not
only knewledge and‘ancient wisdom but also sacred magic. With the head of an ibis,
he wasalse a messenger of Ra, thereby becoming associated with the Greek god Her-
mes. And because he was sometimes worshipped as “Thoth the great, the great, the
great,” in time, he evolved into the syncretic deity Hermes Trismegistus, whose final
appellation means “thrice great” in Greek. For context, during the Renaissance, Her-
meticism pervasively grew into a complex, philosophical, and religious system that
purportedly was based upon the pseudepigraphic, sacred, and sealed scripture that
was The Book of Thoth. In classic Hermetic tradition, the gift of wisdom (prisca theo-
logia) was the greatest of all the gifts of Thoth, which he would only reveal to the
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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 lll, pages 160-161.
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worthiest of sages. Some Jesuits in the 1600s, like Kircher, aspired to become such
men through the reconciliation of Hermeticism with Catholicism and by mapping syn-
cretic gods onto biblical patriarchs. Kircher, like many others before him, believed that
Thoth should be mapped onto Enoch, whose prophetic book was conspicuously miss-
ing from the Bible.

One decade after publishing Prodromus Coptus, Kircher laiddown another lin-
guistic stepping stone—just as the general confidence in his ability to “translate” was
starting to wane. In 1643 he produced his second key to unlocking the sacred wisdom
of Hermes Trismegistus: Lingua Aegyptiaca Restituta. Kircher upheldy,thé publication
as “a complete translation of his Coptic-Arabic manuscript,”®which Nephi had sup-
posedly written. As the title declares, it was dedicated to'finishing the “restoration”
of the Egyptian language based on his forerunner of CoptichMuch more than a mere
revision of his reformed characters, however, it wasdalso,the world’s first pretended
“Grammar and Alphabet of the Egyptian Language” (GAEL), which one might call the
“Kircher Egyptian Papers” (KEP). The word “hieroglyphs,” incidentally, is a Greek com-
pound word that means “sacred carvings.” One decadefafter publishing his GAEL,
Kircher produced his three-volume magnumepus, Oedipus Aegyptiacus, in which he
boasted that he had finally solved the riddleof,the Sphinx—an analogy he used to
describe his “accomplishments” in the fieldwof linguistics (Figure 5). This third key to-
gether with the other two promised to be “aicomplete ‘restoration of the hieroglyphic
doctrine,” [and of] all the lost secrets ofireligion.”” It was Kircher’s greatest desire to
discover the untold religious history of the'world, to translate the forgotten stories
from lost manuscripts found, and tofeveal the prisca theologia of the true Hermes
Trismegistus. But Kircher could not'claim Zhe Book of Thoth so easily. Unfortunately,
he never realized that ancient Egyptian‘was almost purely phonetic, not ideographic,
rendering all his “translations”—if‘that’s what we want to call them—semantically
and syntactically useless. Among the most entertaining, flowery, and fanciful “trans-
lations” were the onesthat'he,gave for certain obelisks, in which he sometimes gen-
erated long sentencés (and evenentire paragraphs) from a single character. Compare
and contrast, for example, the accurate, seventeen-word translation of the Celian ob-
elisk with the 203 words,that Kircher provided (Figure 6). Most modern historians
agree with Frank"Manuel*that Kircher’s Oedipus Aegyptiacus was “one of the most
learned monstresities of all time” (italics added).®

ButKircher’siambition as a linguist did not stop with ancient Egyptian. Accord-
ing to many sources, he was proficient (but not fluent) in many languages beyond his
native German: Arabic, Chaldean (biblical Aramaic), Coptic, French, Greek, Hebrew,
Italian, Latin, Samaritan, Spanish, and Syriac. The loftiest goal of his career, however,
was to reconstruct the Adamic language, which God himself supposedly spoke to
Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden before the Fall of Man. Taking the biblical story
of the Tower of Babel literally rather than etiologically, Kircher, like most of the Jesuits
in his day, believed that God had disguised and confused® the primordial mother
tongue by scattering pieces of it into a plethora of new, mutually incompatible lan-
guages—and this as punishment for Nimrod’s pride in thinking that he could build
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Figure 5. Kircher commissioned an engraving of himself solving the Sphinx’s riddle.
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his way to heaven. In his final book, Turris Babel, which was published in 1679 (the
year before he died), Kircher claimed to trace all tongues to the Tower of Babel, gen-
erating humanity’s first complete linguistic family tree and depicting characters “from
which all the alphabets of languages are clearly drawn”1? (Figure 7)s According to
Kircher, the true but untold religious history of the Aztecs was fundamentally Christian
but with Egyptian roots. After “devot[ing] himself to the study ofMMexican gods and
codices kept in the Jesuit collections at the Collegio Romano,”!! Kircher boasted that
Catholic missionaries in Asia and America had “rediscovered thé message of Christian-
ity in the ‘hieroglyphic’ writings of the Chinese and the Aztecs” (italics added).!? The
following excerpt explains how, according to Kircher, all hieroglyphic writings con-
nected back to the Garden of Eden:

Ancient wisdom, revealed to Adam andythe other patriarchs,
had inspired the rulers of Egypt before the Flood [toform] a lineage of
erudite and powerful natural magicians. The original Hermes, who
lived in their time, built the first pyramids, which were leveled by the
Flood. But a cult of black magic and idolatry, ereated by Cain, had su-
perseded the true Adamic tradition. After the Flood, Ham, Noah’s evil
son, combined the two traditions into a'ecorrupt form of the ancient phi-
losophy, which he taught to his ghildren. They took it with them into
the nations they founded. Centuries later,in the age of Abraham, a sec-
ond Hermes recovered the fragmentsiof the true ancient religion. He
invented a new form of writing, thethieroglyphs, with which he hoped
to preserve the ancient wisdom while keeping ordinary, ignorant people
from profaning it furth€r.,And he devised the obelisk as a durable,
practical medium on which'heinséribed them (italics added).:3

It is now abundantly clear‘that the actual function of obelisks was to mark
temple and burial sites with proper names and titles. They were not durable, practical
vehicles for hiding in plain‘sight @ancient wisdom and Adamic magic. It is true that in
Egyptian mythology, obelisks did"have a spiritual significance as petrified rays from
the Sun Disk of Ragwhich is why some were capped with a gilded pyramidion and were
sometimes called “the needles of Pharaoh.”!* Kircher once “quoted” Nephi saying:
“The king of Egypt in those days erected many needles of Pharaoh, that is, obelisks.
The religious king followed suit and fell into these divine mysteries, ordering the
priests to_nete down whatever they found in the sacred books.”*> Notwithstanding,
the earliest natural (and even spiritual) history of humankind is nothing like the Her-
metic, Kabbalistic, and occult lore that Kircher had preserved in his writings. But that
didn’t stop him=or the French Jesuits especially—from trying to trace the secret com-
binations of Royal Arch Masonry to both the Temple of Solomon and the pyramids of
Egypt. Such attempts to reconcile Hermeticism with Christianity and the Kabbalah (a
movement that today is called Western esotericism) permeated much of 17®-century
Europe. Vestiges of such thinking persist to some extent today—even on the one-dol-
lar bill.
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Figure i r's attempt to demonstrate that all languages have a common origin,
which he ¢ roto-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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It may not be all that surprising then to discover that Kircher was a staunch
believer in magic; in his day, the concept of magic significantly overlapped with Jesuit
beliefs without being too heretical. “Magician” was a title that he embraced and never
repudiated. That said, his relationship with magic was quite distinct from how it is
cinematically portrayed today and is summed up well by someone that,Kircher had
looked up to, Giambattista della Porta, who in 1558 wrote MagiaMNaturalis. Therein,
he defined the term as follows:

Magick is nothing else but the survey of the whole course of Na-
ture. For, whilst we consider the heavens, the stars, the'elements, how
they are moved, and how they are changed, by this means we find out
the hidden secrecies of living creatures, of plantsfof metals, and of their
generation and corruption. ... This art, I say, is fullF'efymuch virtue, of
many secret mysteries; it openeth unto us thé properties and qualities
of hidden things ... and it teacheth us by the agreement and disagree-
ment of things, either so to sunder them, or else to lay them so to-
gether. ... Thereby we do strange works, [which}ithe yulgar sort call mir-
acles. The works of Magick are nothing else but'the works of Nature,
whose dutiful handmaid Magick is.*®

This semi-apologetic definition of magie,allowed Kircher to function in both
academic and religion-adjacent spaces. Thatis not to say that Kircher wasn’t a serious
researcher in several disciplines—in some fields, he was even a mildly scientific one.
Though the Scientific Revolutiondwas well underway by most definitions, the Age of
Enlightenment was still several“decades away from earning its sister sobriquet: the
Age of Reason. Acknowledgingithe praoblems with presentism, some have argued that
we should resist the temptationtoyjudge Kircher too harshly using today’s standards
of naturalism, ethics, and schelarship.?” Stolzenberg, for example, “manages to hold
the difficult balance of geadingKircher [as] neither a vainglorious charlatan nor a pio-
neering scholar.”'® He does concede, however, that “the mysterious manuscript by
Barachias Nephi” was little more than “Kircher’s ticket into the Republic of Letters”
and a repository “of guotes too good to be true (or, alternatively, in Arabic, too poor
to be real).”!® Giting Marracei, Veyssiere, and Glasson, he posits that the many ortho-
graphic blunders in.Nephi’s quotations are further evidence that Kircher invented
them: “Several readers of Egyptian Oedipus have observed that the Arabic in many of
the Abenéphius quotations is riddled with spelling and grammatical errors, leading
them t0 suspect that they were forged by someone lacking full command of the lan-
guage.”?d

We certainly can admire the relentless zeal, ebullient energy, and magical
quality that Kircher put into all of his projects, despite how misapplied they might
have been. But there is no reasonable doubt about whether he actually translated
ancient or reformed Egyptian using the writings of Nephi. “Where Kircher lacked hard
facts, as with his highly fanciful ‘translations’ of hieroglyphics, he simply made them
up. Sometimes he invented whole sources. The mysterious manuscript of Barachias
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Nephi, a supposed ancient Babylonian rabbi, [which] Kircher drew on for his mam-
moth occult compendium, Egyptian Oedipus, was full of statements that ‘support his
own arguments so perfectly [that] it is believed [that] Kircher wrote many of them
himself.””2! “It is not an exaggeration to say that Barachias Nephi, though possibly
imaginary, made Kircher’s career.”??

Though ultimately destined to fail, Kircher’s categorical lieAwould garner him
almost three decades of unchecked fame and notoriety. But all the shine“of a thou-
sand spotlights, so to speak, would never be enough for him{'Besperate to be the
Leonardo da Vinci of his day, he was also a prolific inventor. In his'doctoral thesis, Ars
Magnesia, Kircher concluded that spiritual forces, electric forcespand magnetic forces
were three manifestations of the same phenomenon, forwhich herearned the title
Sacrae Theologiae Doctor—with the memorable postnominal S.T.D. It would seem
that he even coined the term electromagnetism, whiehiisiubiquitously used today. For
Kircher, magnetism was both an indication and a radiation of spiritual energy, which
could vary from day to day as a function of personal righteousness. He even concluded
that spiritual electromagnetism was the mechanism byswhich the apostle Peter re-
pelled Earth’s magnetic field and thus wasable to walk on water—that is, until his
faith wavered. To further demonstrate his (rather forced) pseudoscientific principle,
he produced hundreds of “balls of curious'workmanship,” which he displayed in his
Wunderkammer, or “Cabinet of Wonders,”yand later on the colossal shelves of his
Museo Kircheriano (Figure 8).

Many of these spiritually magnetic inventions were round balls made of glass
and brass, having pointers, spindles, and writing on their sides. According to Joscelyn
Godwin:

Glass globes eontain Kircher’s favourite device of magnetized
pointing figures, which rotate, as though by magic, but actually because
a magnet is turfiing the celumn beneath them. ... Once he had found
that a figure suspended inside a glass globe could be turned by an un-
seen magnet, the stage magician in him took over.”23

Over thesnext several pages, various exhibits from Kircher’s museum are dis-
cussed in minute detail (Figures 9-15). All of them showcase his favorite devices,
sometimes presenting them as if they were spiritually magnetic compasses. Because
Nephi’s usé'of a spiritually magnetic compass in The Book of Mormon is a major plot-
drivingselement, the features communicated in Figures 9—-15 are most salient; such
elementssshould be kept in mind when evaluating various authorship theories for how
The Book of Mermon came to pass. Refer to Godwin’s Athanasius Kircher’s Theatre of
the World for more detailed information.?*

To read more, please purchase the book, which is currently available at Am-
azon.com (in hardcover, paperback, and e-book formats). The audiobook is still in
production. Products will be released on other platforms and bookstores soon.



