
Name __________________________________ 

© ReadingDuck.com 

Cracking the Code: The Mystery of Hieroglyphics 
Hieroglyphics, the ancient Egyptian 

system of writing, have fascinated 

scholars and historians for centuries. 

These intricate symbols were used by the 

ancient Egyptians to record their history, 

communicate, and document important 

information. The decipherment of hieroglyphics was a remarkable achievement 

in the field of Egyptology and opened a window into the past. In this passage, we 

will explore what hieroglyphics were and how they were deciphered. 

The Puzzle of Hieroglyphics 

Hieroglyphics were a complex system of writing that used a combination of 

pictures, symbols, and signs to represent words, sounds, and ideas. These symbols 

were often carved into stone monuments, written on papyrus scrolls, or inscribed 

on tomb walls. For many years, hieroglyphics remained a mystery to scholars and 

archaeologists who could not understand their meaning. 

The Rosetta Stone 

The breakthrough in deciphering hieroglyphics came with the discovery of the 

Rosetta Stone in 1799. This ancient artifact, made of black basalt, contained 

inscriptions in three scripts: Greek, demotic (a later form of Egyptian script), and 

hieroglyphics. The key to decipherment was the fact that the same text was 

written in all three scripts. Scholars realized that the Greek text could serve as a 

guide to understanding the hieroglyphic script. 

Champollion's Breakthrough 

French scholar Jean-François Champollion was instrumental in deciphering 

hieroglyphics. He dedicated his life to studying ancient Egypt and its writing 

system. Champollion used the Rosetta Stone as a starting point and meticulously 
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compared the Greek text to the hieroglyphics. Through years of patient work, he 

identified the names of Egyptian pharaohs and gods in the hieroglyphic 

inscriptions. This allowed him to begin assigning sounds to certain hieroglyphic 

symbols. 

The Phonetic Alphabet 

One of Champollion's significant contributions was the realization that 

hieroglyphics combined both logograms (symbols representing whole words or 

ideas) and phonetic signs (symbols representing sounds). He identified a group of 

hieroglyphics that were phonetic and represented individual sounds. This 

discovery was a breakthrough because it meant that hieroglyphics could be read 

and pronounced. 

Deciphering the Language 

Champollion's work paved the way for the decipherment of hieroglyphics, but it 

was still a complex and time-consuming task. Hieroglyphics represented the 

ancient Egyptian language, which was different from any known language at the 

time. Scholars had to decode not only the symbols but also the grammar and 

syntax of the language. Over time, they built a comprehensive understanding of 

the ancient Egyptian writing system. 

Hieroglyphics in Modern Times 

Today, hieroglyphics are no longer a mystery. Thanks to the work of Champollion 

and subsequent Egyptologists, we can read and translate the inscriptions left 

behind by the ancient Egyptians. Hieroglyphics have provided valuable insights 

into the history, culture, and daily life of ancient Egypt. They are not just a form of 

writing but also a form of art, with beautifully carved symbols adorning temples, 

tombs, and monuments. 

 

 


