
W H AT  A R E  

HIEROGLYPHS?

T H E  C H A R ACT E R - B A S E D  S Y ST E M  of writ ing used 
by the ancient Egyptians is called hieroglyphics, and a single 
character is called a hieroglyph . The word hieroglyph means 
“holy carving” in Greek . Hieroglyphs make up the sacred 
language of the pharaohs ,  which was used to decorate 
monuments , tombs , and objects of dai ly l i fe . Hieroglyphs 
fuse art and language ,  expressing meaning along with each 
author’s dist inct style .

Hieroglyphs are not a form of picture writ ing .  Knowing what 
a part icular hieroglyph depicts does not general ly reveal 
i ts meaning . Rather , most hieroglyphs write sounds in the 
Egyptian language . For example ,  an owl does not mean 
“owl .” Instead , it writes the sound “m .” There are more than 
1,000 different hieroglyphic characters . The symbols show 
concepts or objects that were familiar to the ancient Egyptians. 



H I E R O G L Y P H I C S  C A N  B E  W R I T T E N  to be read 
horizontal ly or vert ical ly , and from the left or from the right . 
The direct ion of the writ ing does not change its meaning . 
The characters generally appear in rows or bands , separated 
by l ines . If the separat ing l ines are horizontal , the text is 
meant to be read horizontal ly . If the separat ing l ines are 
vert ical , then the text is meant to be read vert ical ly .

Any hieroglyph with a front or face , l ike a human or animal 
f igure , wi l l  look toward the beginning of the text .  The text 
should be read toward the faces , not away from them .
Hieroglyphs are always read from top to bottom , never 
from bottom to top .

One quirk of the written Egyptian language is that i t  rarely 
includes vowels . Since no one speaks ancient Egyptian 
anymore , we don’t know what it sounded like , or what vowels 
were used between consonants . Modern translators usual ly 
add the letter “e” between each consonant sound to make 
words easier to sound out .    

H O W  D O  W E  

R E A D  H I E R O G L Y P H I C S ?



I N  A D  3 8 4 ,  Christ ian Roman Emperor Theodosius 
abol ished pagan rites in the temples of Egypt .  Over the 
ensuing centuries , the abi l i ty to read and write hieroglyphs 
was lost . In 1799 ,  a French off icer in Napoleon’s army 
discovered a stela carved with a decree in three languages : 
hieroglyphic , Demotic ,  and Greek . The remarkable object , 
now cal led the Rosetta Stone , after the town in which i t  was 
found , became the key to deciphering hieroglyphs once again .

Scholars had long assumed that hieroglyphics were a form of 
picture writing , but 19th - century French historian and linguist 
Jean - François Champol l ion took a different approach .  He 
assumed the l ines of Greek on the Rosetta Stone were a 
transcript ion of the hieroglyphs . Since he could read the 
Greek , he tr ied to match up the characters he knew with 
the characters he didn’t . 

His breakthrough came with the name “Ptolemy , ” which was 
written phonetical ly in hieroglyphs . Next , he unraveled the 
name “Cleopatra .” From there , he started assigning phonetic 
values to each Egyptian symbol . This method al lowed 
Champoll ion to successful ly decipher how hieroglyphs were 
written . He dedicated the remainder of his l ife to translating 
the language .

H O W  D O  W E  K N O W  W H AT 

H I E R O G L Y P H S  M E A N ? 


