
Egyptian hieroglyphs are visually the most
appealing way of writing yet devised. Their
origins can be traced to a royal necropolis in
southern Egypt, where archaeologists found
the earliest signs incised on ivory tags more
than 5,000 years old.
The ancient scribes regarded their writing

as a gift of Thoth, the god of wisdom, and
called it “god’s words”. In their eyes the
picture-signs were endowed with a magical
force that made the script ideal for its
principal uses in tombs and temples. We owe
our evocative word “hieroglyphs” to Ancient
Greek tourists who invented it to describe
the “sacred carvings” that they saw in Egypt.
Hieroglyphs are exceptionally versatile and

could be written from right to left or vice
versa, or vertically from top to bottom. The
clue to finding the start of an inscription in a
mass of hieroglyphs is to look for a
recognisable picture, such as a bird
like the Egyptian Vulture because its
beak will always point towards the
start. The variety of signs seems almost
limitless, with at least 750 pictures in the
“classical” era, rising into the thousands
when Egypt was ruled by the Greeks and
Romans.
We can get to grips with the basics of this

complex system of writing but are left
wondering why the Egyptian scribes never
simplified it. Perhaps the reason was that
its mystique and limited accessibility kept
their profession respected and themselves in
some of the most powerful jobs in the
country, comparable with the rank of, say, a
high priest.
Here are some of the rules and

conventions in writing hieroglyphs. The
script consisted only of consonants, missing
out the vowels of a word (which scribes
would automatically know). Any vowels that
you come across in famous Egyptian names
such as Rameses are either educated guesses
or merely insertions between consonants to
make words pronounceable for us.
Otherwise, how could we say the
name of the terrifying crocodile god,
which is made up of three
consonants, unless we spoke it as “Sobek”?
Now, here is the first crucial thing about

how the writing system worked. We can
identify a series of about 25 hieroglyphs
which are conveniently classed as an
“alphabet”. In other words, each sign
represents a single sound or letter of the
Ancient Egyptian language. Charts of these
are common, and if you go to Egypt and
want your name written in hieroglyphs on a
piece of jewellery or a galabeya robe, the
pictures will be chosen from these
“alphabetic” hieroglyphs. Although the signs
show diverse objects, animals, people and
natural phenomena, the underlying principle
is that each individual hieroglyph is used to

convey a sound in the language, and in no
way represents what the picture shows. So
the alphabetic hieroglyph of an “owl”
stands for the letter “m” and not for
the bird or any aspect connected with
it, such as “night”. Similarly, the sign
of the “horned viper” is “f” and not the
threat of the venomous snake. The
complication, for us, comes from the fact that
the ancient scribes, in addition to the
“alphabet”, frequently invented new signs to
cover groups of two or three consonants
running consecutively. So for the three
consonantal sounds in “nefer” — a popular
word meaning “beautiful” — a new
hieroglyph was used, which was the
picture of the “heart and windpipe”.
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W
hat explains our fasci-
nation with hiero-
glyphs? In part, sure-
ly, it is their sheer
expressive beauty.
We in newspapers

are always looking for more elegant type-
faces to catch your eye and enhance our
limping prose. But however pretty the
chosen font, our words — and the alphabeti-
cal symbols that they contain — remain
intractably abstract. You may look at the
word “bird” or “custard” and conjure in
your mind’s eye a beautiful plumed crea-
ture or a tub of the gooey yellow stuff. But
you don’t see them on the page. Whereas
with hieroglyphs, you do. Or at least, you
think you do — though that impression can
be mightily deceptive, as we shall see.
So, as with Mandarin, there is aesthetic

pleasure to be derived from looking at the
exquisitely carved pictographs of the
Ancient Egyptians, irrespective of whether
one has the foggiest notion of what they
mean. But there is surely an even more
thrilling quality about hieroglyphs. It’s that
they look less like a dead language than a
secret code, full of oddly familiar yet inscru-
table signs which, we feel sure, hold the
answers to centuries of riddles.
This code-like quality is hardly surpris-

ing. For about 1,200 years, fromwhen Egyp-
tians stopped writing hieroglyphs in the 6th
century to the deciphering of the Rosetta
Stone in 1822, a secret code is exactly what
they were — and one, moreover, that had
resisted countless attempts to break it.
It was the rediscovery in the 15th century

of a tract called Hieroglyphica, by the 5th-
century scribe Horapollo, that triggered
these fruitless mind games. It seemed to
offer tantalising clues to the long-lost
language, and the all-powerful Medicis im-
mediately ordered their finest linguistic
scholar to stop work on translating Plato
and have a crack at deciphering Ancient
Egyptian writings instead. He got nowhere.
Nor did Isaac Newton a couple of centuries
later, when — convinced that the Ancient
Greeks had pinched their mathematical and

philosophical ideas from the Egyptians — he
set about trying to fathom the latter’s texts.
The problem was that Horapollo had

propagated a fundamental misunderstand-
ing of hieroglyphs. He implied that each
symbol had a mystical meaning, whereas we
now know that some symbols, called phono-
grams, conveyed consonants only (the Egyp-
tians unhelpfully omitted vowels from their
written texts); some (determinatives)
conveyed meaning; and some (logograms)
conveyed both. The tale of how that crucial
discovery was made is the most enthralling
in the history of archaeology: a combination
of derring-do, pillage, nationalistic rivalry,
linguistic genius and dogged detective work.
It began with Napoleon’s ill-starred

Egyptian campaign in 1798 — the one that
ended with Nelson’s routing of the French
fleet at the Battle of the Nile. Napoleon was
intent not just on imperial expansion but on
cultural conquest, too. Determined to
unlock the secrets of Egypt’s past, he took
with him a regiment of historians and
archaeologists. That paid dividends. While
helping to build a fort against the British
just north of a village called Rosetta, a
French officer called Boussard unearthed a
broken slab of black basalt, about a metre

wide, with inscriptions in three languages.
The significance was realised straight

away, because the languages were identi-
fied as “formal” hieroglyphs and demotic (a
form of joined-up hieroglyphics used in
everyday life), neither of which was under-
stood, and Ancient Greek, which was.
Substantial parts of all three inscriptions
had been chipped off or obliterated. Even
so, if the stone contained the same message
in three languages, could the hieroglyphs at
last be deciphered?
Napoleon’s scholars had no time to find

out. Nelson’s victorious troops ran them
out of Egypt and plundered the Rosetta
Stone, shipping it to London, where it has
resided in the British Museum ever since.
But the French had carefully kept copies of
the texts — and thus began the great race to
decode them.
Both sides, British and French, fielded a

genius. The British one was Thomas Young.
His primary field of study was medicine
and physics; he invented modern optics
with his seminal deductions about the

nature of light. But he also had an astonish-
ing gift for languages. It was said that he
had read the whole Bible (twice) by the age
of 4, and that he had learnt Latin, Greek,
Arabic, Syriac, Persian and four European
languages before he turned 20.
As a hobby, during his summer holidays

in Worthing, he turned his scintillating
mind to the riddle of the Rosetta Stone, and
made a huge breakthrough. A few years
earlier a Dane called Zoega had suggested
that hieroglyphs contained in oval rings
(called cartouches) had royal names in
them. Young seized on this to identify the
name of Cleopatra and a few characters of
the name of Ptolemy in the demotic text. By
1819 he was able to supply the Encyclopae-
dia Britannica with meanings for hundreds
of demotic and hieroglyphic
symbols. But Young was
too engrossed in a
hundred other sci-
entific pursuits to
follow through
his Egyptian re-
search.
So the buck

passed to an equal-
ly astounding
scholar across the
Channel. Jean-

François Champollion was another linguis-
tic prodigy, learning Hebrew, Arabic,
Chinese, Latin, Greek and Syriac as a child,
and adding Ethiopian, Sanskrit and Persian
at university, before picking up Coptic (a
form of Egyptian written mainly in Greek
characters) when he came across an Egyp-
tian priest in Paris. “I have started to think
in Coptic,” Champollion once exclaimed, to
the consternation of his family.
It was the Coptic wot did it. Building on

Young’s work, Champollion realised that
Ancient Egyptian phonetics were related to
modern Coptic. He also made the crucial
distinction between phonograms, determi-
natives and logograms. Comparing the prop-
er names inscribed on other obelisks, he
was gradually able to unlock symbol after
symbol. Finally, he shouted “I’ve got it” to
his brother — and promptly collapsed into a
coma-like trance for five days, overcome by
the emotion of reaching his goal.
Rather sportingly, Thomas Young was in

the audience in Paris in 1822 when Cham-
pollion gave his momentous lecture laying
bare the millennium-old mysteries of hiero-
glyphs. “It may be said,” the Englishman
ruefully wrote to a friend, “that [Champol-
lion] found the key in England which has
opened the gate for him . . . but if he did
borrow an English key, the lock was so
dreadfully rusty that no common arm
would have strength enough to turn it.
Were I ever so much the victim of the bad
passions, I should feel nothing but exalta-
tion at Mr Champollion’s success ”

Puzzles
Match the heiroglyphs to their meanings
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He shouted ‘I’ve got it’
and promptly collapsed

into a trance for five days

Egypt unlocked
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The ‘alphabet’ of single-consonant signs
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Decoding hieroglyphs

Answers:1.shave2.red3.slaughter-house4.tie

The language
of the pharaohs

gave up its
secrets only

after a chance
discovery,

reports RICHARD
MORRISON

Signs marked with * are approximations

Answers:1.youthful2.weep3.terror4.joy
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How could we say the
crocodile god’s name unless

we spoke it as ‘Sobek’?

Main picture: hieroglyphs on a wall of
the Temple of Nefertari, Abu Simbel.
Below, inset: the Rosetta Stone


