


The Race to Decipher Hieroglyphic

Hieroglyphic is the most 

ancient form of writing in 

the Egyptian civilization. 

It dominated Egyptian 

culture until its very end, 

spanning nearly three 

millennia.



The legacy

of Egypt



Elaborate religion, afterlife, being accountable for one’s deeds.



Government, administration



Fine
Arts



Medicine,
Pharmacy,
Chemistry,
Astronomy.



Glamour!  Cosmetics, Ceremonies...















European scholars started to pay attention to 
Egypt after the Renaissance and especially in 
the 18th century. The tried to interpret 
hieroglyphs, to no avail. They assumed that 
hieroglyphs were nothing more than primitive 
picture writing, and that their decipherment 
relied on a literal translation of the images 
they saw. 



The
Rosetta
Stone









Thomas
Young’s
early efforts…

…quits after a few 
months







Jean-François 
Champollion

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OJwaq7ciTiA

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OJwaq7ciTiA












The cartouche clearly means that its writer spoke Coptic... A decisive

clue!

If the writer had spoken a different language, a different language would

have been used (if it were French, it would be ‘Soleil-m-ss’). The king’s

written name makes sense if the scribes spoke something related to 

Coptic.

Champollion demonstrated that the scribes largely relied on a phonetic

alphabet. For Champollion, hieroglyphic is phonetic at the root, and 

only accessorily, ideographic.



Because he knew Coptic, Champollion began deciphering hieroglyphs. He found the 

phonetic values for many hieroglyphs, and discovered that some of them represented

combinations of two or three consonants. This meant that scribes could spell some words

with several simple hieroglyphs or with just one multi-consonantal hieroglyph.

Champollion could start interpreting hieroglyphs correctly.

In 1828, Champollion could finally visit Egypt. 30 years earlier, Napoleon’s scientists could

only ponder the meaning of the hieroglyphs on temple walls. Now at last, Champollion could

interpret them correctly. Unfortunately, three years later, exhausted by his intense studies, 

years of poverty in Paris, and travel in Egypt, he suffered a stroke. He died at 41 on 4th March 

1832, having achieved his most cherished dream.
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