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1

Making Stones Speak

The first time I saw the Rosetta Stone, it was taller than me. Set up on a pedestal, incarcerated within a pristine glass box, and lit sympathetically by the soft glow of gallery lights, its sharp broken top edge pierced the empty air above like the peaks of Everest. I was on my first trip to the British Museum in London at the age of eight. I remember the tour guide’s melodic voice cycling through the key facts about this stone. But, pressing up against the stone’s glass prison, all I could focus on were the thousands of tiny symbols and letters dancing across it, making the front of this otherwise unmoveable slab of dark grey granodiorite come to life. It wasn’t an Egyptian mummy – which to be honest was what we all as eight-years-olds were most interested in seeing – but the stone made an impression on me. In my mind I was picturing the people who had stood in front of the stone thousands of years ago, just like I now was, who had inscribed all those symbols and letters I was now gazing at. Who were they? What were their names? What were their lives like?

The Rosetta Stone was discovered a little short of two hundred years before I first saw it, near the Egyptian port city of Rashid (known to Westerners as Rosetta), on the western end of the Nile Delta facing the Mediterranean. On 15 July 1799, during the Napoleonic invasion of Egypt, a French lieutenant named Pierre-François Xavier Bouchard had been commanding his soldiers to build up the defences of an old dilapidated fort near Rashid. Toiling in the fierce dry Egyptian summer heat to excavate material they could use to bolster the fort, his men had unearthed an unusual block of stone from the scalding shimmering sand. The stone was a hefty 1.1 metres in length, 75 centimetres wide and 28 centimetres thick, about half the height of a standard door, and Lieutenant Bouchard was immediately captivated by the very same thing I was two hundred years later: it was covered in writing.

Following standard military procedure Bouchard informed his superior, Michel Ange Lancret. Unlike Bouchard, Lancret was not simply a soldier: he was also a member of the Institut d’Égypte. The Institut had recently been set up by Napoleon Bonaparte to study Egypt’s geography, environment, culture and history, as part of his (not to mention France’s and more widely Europe’s) recent development of an interest in, and desire to be associated with, ancient Egypt. Lancret recognised that the writing on the stone was partly in ancient Greek, partly in Egyptian hieroglyphs and partly in an unknown script. With his knowledge of ancient Greek, he was able to work out that the last lines in Greek recorded the decision to write out this text not only in Greek but also in ‘sacred’ and ‘native’ characters: in other words, this was the same text, translated into three different languages. And one of those languages was Egyptian hieroglyphics – a language that no one on earth could translate at the time. It seems incredible now to think that no one could read Egyptian hieroglyphs in 1799, but any understanding of the language had been entirely lost from human civilisation after the adoption of Christianity by the Roman Empire in the fourth century ce and the abandonment of ‘pagan’ worship, which included the Egyptian temples and the hieroglyphic ‘sacred’ language used in Egyptian religion. In the intervening centuries – when there had been little interest in ancient Egypt – this inability to read hieroglyphs had not been a problem. But now that everyone was interested in ancient Egypt again, reading ancient Egyptian texts had become a top priority. And if – as Lancret realised standing in the sweltering Egyptian heat – this stone had two identical texts in Greek and hieroglyphs, it might be possible to break the hieroglyphic code by comparing the two.

Lancret swiftly entrusted the stone back to Bouchard, who was to escort it to the Institut d’Égypte in Cairo for further study. He sent this message back to the scholars at the Institut, his enthusiasm and excitement for the discovery just about breaking through the understated academic tone expected in that era: ‘citizen Bouchard, has discovered in the town of Rosetta some inscriptions whose examination may offer much interest’.1 The news of the discovery – and the possibilities it offered – spread fast. By 29 July 1799, the Courier de l’Égypte, the official journal of the Napoleonic expedition to Egypt, reported the find by saying: ‘this stone offers great interest for the study of hieroglyphic characters; perhaps it will give us the key at last’.2 It was soon being referred to as ‘the Rosetta Stone’ – the key to unlocking the writing and thus the world of the ancient Egyptians.3

*

Soldiers rarely stop for stones, especially when fighting a campaign as arduous as Napoleon’s in Egypt. But this was no simplistic land grab – the French conquest of Egypt had much loftier ambitions and ideals. In March 1798, just over a year before the Rosetta Stone was first discovered, the Directorate (le Directoire in French) – the group of five governing committee members who held executive power in France following the seismic revolution of 1789 – had authorised a French expedition to Egypt. After losing out to Britain in the race for control and influence in India, French authorities saw the military conquest of Egypt as a crucial riposte to France’s weakening stance on the world stage.

But the other equally important purpose of the expedition was to position France as the inheritors of Egypt’s rich and enticing ancient history and cultural heritage. Egypt had been part of the Ottoman Empire since the early sixteenth century, and before that it had been part of the Arab world since the seventh century. It had therefore been largely out of bounds to the West for centuries. But during the period of the European Enlightenment in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the history of ancient Egypt had become an important element of Western thinking – for Western powers, Egypt provided the fundamental context for biblical narratives and, conversely, it was a source of esoteric knowledge, mystical insight and magic.4 For instance, to copy Egyptian architecture in this period, because it was so different in style to everything in Europe at the time, was to signal that you were a free thinker, open to new and radical ideas.

The problem was that very little was actually known in Europe about ancient Egypt, its buildings, culture and history (beyond the general shape of the Pyramids of Giza, which were only just being recognised as funeral monuments rather than as the granaries of Joseph from biblical narratives), because it was so difficult and dangerous to visit. There are only fifty first-hand accounts of Western visits to Egypt between 1650 and 1800 (which compares favourably to just six in the period 1500 to 1650).5 But twenty-seven of these accounts were by French explorers. France was quickly developing a particular affinity with ancient Egypt, not because of its biblical connotations, but because of its symbolic value as something radically different from current tradition. And as France tipped into revolution – the ultimate radical thought – in 1789, that feeling of comradeship only grew stronger.

At the same time, the other model for the French Revolution – that of the birth of the Roman Republic in which Rome had abolished its monarchy just like France had done – gave French authorities another reason to be interested in Egypt. For it was the Roman Republic (or at least the very final phase of the Republic before it collapsed into an empire under the Emperor Augustus) that had conquered Egypt in antiquity – the era of Julius Caesar and Mark Antony falling under the spell of Cleopatra. In setting its sights on Egypt, France was not only rebalancing the geopolitical map to counter modern British influence in India, but also asserting its cultural identity both as the inheritor of ancient Egypt’s mystical and radical thinking and as the next Roman Republic, (re)creating an empire. And best of all, in turning to Egypt, Revolutionary France could also portray itself as a liberator, freeing Egypt from the Ottoman Empire. Thus, unlike the Romans who had conquered purely for territorial gain (and, indeed, unlike the recent British conquest of India), the French could claim to be conquering Egypt in the pursuit of liberté. To square the irony of seeking to liberate Egypt in order to place it within its own empire, the French argued that they were ensuring Egyptian prosperity. As the French Foreign Minister Talleyrand put it in 1798:

 

Egypt was a province of the Roman Republic; she must become a province of the French Republic. Roman rule saw the decadence of this beautiful country; French rule will bring it prosperity. The Romans wrested Egypt from kings distinguished in arts and science; the French will lift it from the hands of the most appalling tyrants who have ever existed.6

 

Napoleon was by this time a stunningly successful general in the French army. Born in Corsica in 1769, he had originally entered the army in 1785, just before the Revolution. By 1796, he was leading the army to dramatic victories over the Austrian forces in Italy. He was also quite a thorn in the side of the Directorate, who, concerned for their own grip on power, felt that he was becoming too popular. Packing Napoleon off to Egypt in charge of the expedition enabled the Directorate to remove Napoleon from political influence in Paris. For Napoleon, however, it was exactly what he wanted. Not only did it allow him to avoid his Revolutionary reputation being tarnished with possible involvement in the multiple plots against the Directorate that were fomenting in Paris, but it also allowed him the opportunity to cloak himself in the military success of conquest and the powerful cultural meaning of ancient Egypt. As he planned the expedition, his ancient exemplars were not the Roman Republic, but Rome’s first Emperor, Augustus, who had conquered Egypt (and forced the suicide of Cleopatra and Mark Antony), and, centuries before that, Alexander the Great, who had carved out an empire that stretched from the Mediterranean to India.

Napoleon’s expedition set off from Toulon on 19 May 1798. There were 17,000 soldiers and mariners, 1,000 pieces of artillery and 700 horses (Napoleon hoped to source camels when in Egypt). Joined by further ships from different ports, it became the largest expeditionary force to sail for Egypt since that of ancient Rome in the first century bce.7 This was no ordinary military expedition though. Given the need not only to conquer Egypt, but also to study it and become the inheritors of its ancient culture, among the soldiers was also a group known simply as ‘les savants’, ‘the wise ones’.8 One hundred and fifty-one men had been chosen from across all branches of knowledge and enquiry: surveyors, civil engineers, mechanics, mining engineers, mathematicians, naturalists, astronomers, artists, printers. Featuring some of the most knowledgeable men in France at the time, including Nicolas-Jacques Conté, the inventor of the graphite pencil, les savants were led by the scientist Jean-Baptiste Joseph Fourier.9 And accompanying them was a copy of every book on Egypt available in France at that time, as well as endless pieces of scientific and measuring equipment. So worried was Napoleon about what the consequences for France would be if their intellectual crème de la crème were killed or captured by the British as the flotilla sailed from France to Egypt that, in order to mitigate any potential losses, les savants were equally spread out across the seventeen French warships. Even more cautiously, each specialist group (of surveyors, astronomers and so forth) were split across different ships to ensure that even if some ships were captured, there would be at least some specialists in each discipline arriving in Egypt – not unlike the old tradition in which direct heirs to the British throne were not allowed to travel together, to ensure the survival of the line in case of catastrophic accident in transit.

But before this group could do their work, the grislier business of conquering Egypt had to be accomplished. Napoleon arrived on the shores of Egypt near Alexandria on 1 July 1798. He wasted no time: immediately setting off towards Alexandria before the whole army had even disembarked from the ships. Alexandria was a port and trading city, garrisoned by Mamluk troops. The Mamluks, who had originally been slave armies in the Muslim world, had grown in power to create their own dynasty and had ruled Egypt and Syria from the thirteenth to the sixteenth century. They had then been conquered by, and formally made part of, the Ottoman Empire, but had been left in day-to-day charge of Egypt. By the 1790s, the Ottoman Empire was, however, in steep decline and the Mamluks were once again in effective control of Egypt and the only ones left to defend it. Their military might, however, was limited. Alexandria fell to Napoleon in just three hours on 2 July 1798, with the final elements of his army only disembarking on 3 July.

Five days after taking Alexandria, Napoleon set off with his army to take Cairo, the stronghold of the Mamluk forces. It was a punishing 200-kilometre march through Egyptian desert in the baking summer heat. The French army, in their heavy hot uniforms, were ludicrously ill equipped – many soldiers didn’t even carry a water flask. The Mamluks had sabotaged most of the wells en route, leaving many of the French soldiers to die of thirst and heat exhaustion. Many committed suicide rather than face the gruelling conditions any longer. However, despite arriving in Cairo exhausted, diminished in number and low on morale, Napoleon’s forces managed to defeat the Mamluk rulers of Egypt in what became known as the Battle of the Pyramids. Napoleon entered Cairo as the country’s conqueror on 25 July 1798, less than a month after landing on its shores.

But Napoleon’s success was short-lived. Just six days later, on 1 August 1798, the British admiral Horatio Nelson, by this time with only one eye and one arm, having lost the others in previous battles, sailed into Abukir Bay on Egypt’s Mediterranean coast. His orders were to disrupt French attempts to add Egypt to their empire and generally cause them as much damage as he could. Arriving where the French fleet was moored, with most of their army hundreds of kilometres away near Cairo, Nelson decided that the smartest thing to do was not to land and try to find Napoleon’s army but to inflict maximum damage on French ability to rule the seas. He promptly managed to destroy all but two of the French warships. In recognition of this stunning achievement, he was later made Lord Nelson, and in fact the coffin that he was eventually buried in was made from wood that came from the main mast of the French flagship destroyed that day.10

Napoleon had enough transport ships to get his troops home, but no warships to guard them. They would be sitting ducks on the open sea for the British fleet to pick off. He was therefore, suddenly, stuck in Egypt – conqueror of a land he could not now safely leave. Equally, however, the British, at this point, did not have the necessary soldiers to fight Napoleon on land, and so had to content themselves with control of the seas. Faced with this stand-off in which he could not be challenged on land but also could not leave, Napoleon turned his attention instead to the second priority of the Egyptian expedition: discovery.

He swiftly set up the Institut d’Égypte as the intellectual epicentre of les savants and their quest to uncover the mysteries of Egypt. Fourier, the leader of les savants, was made the permanent secretary of the Institut and its four branches of enquiry: maths, physical sciences, political economy, and arts and letters. The headquarters was a former Mamluk palace on the outskirts of Cairo, where the members of the Institut had their formal meetings in the rooms that used to house the harem of the Mamluk ruler.11 It was here, just under a year later in 1799, that the first official report about the Rosetta Stone, sent by Michel Ange Lancret along with the stone to Cairo, would be read, and where many other (now infamous) insights into the Egyptian environment, culture and history would be delivered.12

Napoleon himself visited the Great Pyramid at Giza to see the initial work of the Institut, which had overseen the clearing of the inner chambers and maze of internal passages within the pyramid, following in the footsteps (and no doubt litter) of many who had found their way into the pyramid over the centuries to loot or just explore. French engineers estimated that there was enough stone in the Pyramids at Giza to build a wall half a metre thick and 3 metres high all the way around France.13 Napoleon is said in some sources to have asked to be left alone in the king’s chamber at the heart of the Great Pyramid, perhaps contemplating the great triumphs and creations of these ancient rulers, comparing them with what he hoped himself to achieve.

Members of the Institut were inundated with work – however, they weren’t sifting through ancient treasures and artefacts, as you might imagine. Instead, their work was mostly related to understanding Egypt’s terrain and how best to make use of it, as the army sought to strengthen its position in case the British did decide to land forces, as well as to improve communication and travel between major cities. In terms of ancient monuments to study in Alexandria and Cairo – bar the Pyramids and Sphinx (which was gradually being dug out of the sand) – there was relatively little of the same gigantic scale to amaze and excite. This only changed when the army, accompanied by a small group of savants, set out to explore Upper Egypt.14 This southern area of Egypt was altogether totally unexplored by Western travellers and traders, for whom it had simply been too dangerous and remote to venture into. Napoleon’s forces, however, moving steadily south through the late autumn and winter of 1798, were dumbstruck at the ancient gigantic wonders they saw. Huge temple complexes at Dendera, complete with ornate buildings and sculptures, took their breath away, and they were said to have burst into spontaneous applause when they saw the towering remains of the ancient city of Thebes (in modern-day Luxor) for the first time.15 The lead savant of the expedition to Upper Egypt, Dominique-Vivant Denon, madly sketched out the buildings they witnessed: giant statues towering over the landscape, sky-tall temples butted up against shifting sand-dunes; ornate and beautiful buildings often half filled with sand. He later recounted that no other labour of human hand could show humanity in such splendour. As he walked in the ruins of Dendera, the Egyptians appeared to him as giants. The main problem for les savants as a whole, it seems, was running out of pencils with which to fervently record their observations, even when their inventor, Conté, as one of les savants based in Egypt, was tasked with making more. Many, including those like Denon working far from Cairo, took to melting down lead bullets to make their own.16

Meanwhile, in February 1799 Napoleon himself had to head to Syria to counter a renewed threat from the Ottoman Empire, which was seeking to retake Egypt. Hearing that the Ottomans were planning a two-pronged invasion – by sea (aided by the British fleet in the Mediterranean, which took the view that the enemy of their enemy was their friend and thus they were happy to help the Ottomans defeat the French and save them the job of doing so) and by land (approaching Egypt through Syria) – Napoleon marched his troops into Syria to head off the Ottoman army. He was partially successful in slowing their advance, but could not stop it entirely. By July, he was back in Alexandria, leading his troops against the Ottoman/British seaborne invasion, during which Ottoman troops were landed in Abukir Bay, where Nelson had previously destroyed the French fleet. This time Napoleon was successful in halting the Ottoman advance – but he knew this was temporary and that it was only a matter of time before Egypt was reconquered and the French ousted for good.

Dispatches coming from France also told Napoleon that plots against the Directorate had now ripened to fruition. Suddenly, Egypt was not where the action was for Napoleon – he needed to be on the ground in France if there was going to be a governing void to be filled (and filled preferably by him). In complete secrecy, in late August 1799, Napoleon, accompanied by le savant Dominique-Vivant Denon and a few others, boarded a ship and slipped past the British fleet back to France, leaving the French army and the majority of les savants in Egypt. Napoleon had instructed them to carry on with their work of making a systematic inventory and documentation of Egypt’s antiquities, and he had put General Kléber in charge of the army (but failed to inform Kléber that he himself was leaving Egypt). By October, Napoleon was back in Paris, spinning stories of his (limited) successes in Egypt (before any real news of the vulnerable position he had left the army in could become common knowledge). Having timed it perfectly and buoyed by the glory of his recent ‘victories’, he propelled himself to a leading role in the coup d’état that ousted the Directorate on 9 November 1799, and took for himself the role of lead ‘consul’ of the Triumvirate (the three key men) that now ruled France. He would go on to crown himself sole Emperor in 1804.

*

It was during this heady month, between mid-July and mid-August 1799 when Napoleon was plotting his return to France, that the Rosetta Stone was first discovered and sent to the Institut d’Égypte in Cairo. Given everything that was going on at this time (the Battle of Abukir Bay against the Ottomans; Napoleon’s hasty and secret departure; the abandonment of the French army and les savants), it is testament to how important a discovery this was that it still attracted such immediate attention.17 However, because of the timing, we are still to this day not sure whether Napoleon ever had the chance to see the stone for himself before he left Egypt. No doubt he would have been told about it – he was passionate about the work of the Institut – but given that he was in Alexandria in those weeks after the stone was discovered and sent to Cairo, it is possible that the two passed like ships in the night. The great expeditionary leader may never have actually seen what would become the expedition’s greatest discovery.

In fact, as the French army and les savants came to terms with their abandonment in Egypt, the Rosetta Stone became even more the focus of their attention. While General Kléber promptly started negotiations with the British to surrender, les savants started to make printed copies of the inscriptions on the stone, by covering it in printer’s ink, laying thick paper over it and then running India-rubber rollers over the paper until a good impression was inked onto the paper.18 Their immediate goal was not so much to understand the text itself – they already knew the gist of what it said because they could easily read the ancient Greek section of the stone. And the contents were not earth-shattering – it was a document dated to 196 bce relating to tax rebates allowed for Egyptian priests during the reign of Ptolemy V. No – instead, what excited Lancret and les savants was what the stone could unlock beyond this one piece of text. The Greek writing on the stone specified that the same text was also inscribed in a ‘sacred’ letter (meaning hieroglyphics) and what the stone called ‘native’ characters – a language that no one had even heard of up to this point. The magic of the Rosetta Stone was that it could provide the key to finally translating hieroglyphics. And if they could do that, then les savants would be able to read a language that no one had been able to decipher for roughly 1,400 years (as well as perhaps go on to read the ‘native’ language, whatever that turned out to be).

Les savants were only too well aware of how eye-opening it would be to be able to read Egyptian hieroglyphics. Their initial discoveries across Egypt in 1798–9 had shown them the wealth and richness not only of Egyptian art and architecture, but also of their writings. Temple walls were covered in hieroglyphic texts, as were statues and other stones just like the Rosetta Stone. If scholars of the day – and particularly French scholars – wanted to tap into the wealth of mystical knowledge, insight and ‘free-thinking’ that ancient Egypt represented, and claim themselves as inheritors of its cultural achievements, nothing was more important than being able to read Egypt’s official ‘sacred’ language of hieroglyphics.

And perhaps nothing was more galling than the knowledge that humanity had, of course, once been able to do so – but that the skill had been lost in the mists of time. The ability to read hieroglyphics had continued well beyond the years of building of the Pyramids (c.2500 bce) – as the Rosetta Stone proved, the Egyptians were still writing in hieroglyphs in 196 bce. In fact, the last hieroglyphic inscription we know of was written on 24 August 394 ce, etched into the stone on a temple gateway on the island of Philae near Aswan in Upper Egypt.19 But with the growing popularity of Christianity within the Roman world during the first centuries ce, and its adoption as Rome’s official religion from the late fourth century ce, hieroglyphic writing – as symbolic of Egypt’s divine worship of multiple gods – had been rejected as a symbol of paganism. Communities shied away from its use and understanding as if it were a plague victim, fearful of worldly persecution and divine damnation. Humanity collectively chose to forget how to read and write the language of one of its principal ancient civilisations.

Now, though, there was a chance to regain that knowledge once more. And whoever did so (not to mention their nation), could claim to be the rightful inheritor of ancient Egyptian achievement. The race to decipher the Rosetta Stone had begun, and it would occupy some of the greatest minds in Europe for the next quarter of a century.

The Rosetta Stone itself, however, still had a turbulent future ahead of it. General Kléber had begun surrender negotiations with the British immediately after hearing of Napoleon’s secret departure. These were progressing smoothly through the autumn and winter of 1799, and on 27 March 1800, les savants and the stone boarded a ship in Alexandria hoping to make it back to France. But the ship was refused final permission to leave while the British government in London reflected on the peace terms hammered out on the ground in Egypt. Les savants remained on board for a month with their precious Rosetta Stone, hoping that each day might bring the news they could leave.20 But the permission never came. Instead, the British government rejected the treaty and demanded unconditional surrender. The war was back on, and les savants – along with the Rosetta Stone – returned to the Institut d’Égypte.

The faltering French cause was not helped when General Kléber was assassinated by a native Egyptian on 18 June, with General Menou taking his place.21 The French struggled on for months, with the last recorded meeting of the Institut d’Égypte on 22 March 1801.22 That month, the British landed troops in Abukir Bay, and General Menou was compelled to lead his remaining forces (and les savants with their precious Rosetta Stone) to confront them. Defeated in battle, Menou and the tattered remains of the army retreated to Alexandria, where they were besieged by the British until Menou officially offered unconditional surrender on 30 August 1801.

The British, however, now wanted the spoils of war – and that included the Rosetta Stone. But how had knowledge of this particular stone spread to Britain? In steep contrast to the bitter rivalry between the French and British on the Egyptian battlefield, les savants had sent their early print copies of the Rosetta Stone inscriptions back to Paris soon after they were made. Academics in Paris had then circulated copies to their colleagues across Europe, allowing scholars of many different nations to start working on the problem of decipherment.23 This effort to involve all the greatest minds in the quest (and competition) to solve the greatest historical problem of the age meant that by the time of the unconditional French surrender in Egypt in 1801, the British were only too well aware of the Rosetta Stone and its importance. Moreover, the British harboured now their own desire to establish themselves more widely as the inheritors of ancient Egypt’s great creations. As a result the British demanded not only the unconditional surrender of the French army, but also the handing over of every object discovered during the expedition. At first Menou refused, arguing that these objects were the property of the Institut. The British retaliated by saying they wouldn’t lift their siege of Alexandria until the French complied. In a threat that echoed the now famous burning of the ancient Library of Alexandria, destroying the sum of world knowledge it housed in antiquity, les savants said they would rather burn everything in the Institut than hand it over to the British. A compromise was offered in which certain kinds of objects would be considered the personal property of les savants and not part of the surrender agreement. General Menou – in whose home the Rosetta Stone was now being kept (according to some sources wrapped in some old carpets) – now claimed the stone as his personal possession. But the British were having none of it. It was forcibly taken from Menou’s house and carried on a British gun carriage to the port, where it was put on a ship – a captured French ship no less – renamed, with no small irony, HMS l’Égyptienne.24

The Rosetta Stone, along with other Egyptian artefacts secured in the surrender agreement, was triumphantly escorted back to Britain, arriving in Portsmouth in February 1802.25 And it was now that a fourth inscription (and indeed fourth language) was added to the Rosetta Stone, just under 2,000 years since its initial inscriptions in Greek, ‘sacred’ hieroglyphs and ‘native’ characters had been carved. On the side of the stone, the painted words in English can still be seen: ‘Captured by the British Army in 1801. Presented to King George III.’26 The stone was now the official property of King George III, who had suffered several bouts of the mental illness that would incapacitate him as king from 1810 onwards and cause him to be remembered as Mad King George. But in early 1802, the king was sufficiently in charge of his faculties to gift, among other things brought back to Britain from Egypt, the Rosetta Stone to the British Museum. London’s Gentleman’s Magazine, an erudite monthly publication that had begun back in 1731, summed up Britain’s achievement in 1802 thus: ‘The conquest of Egypt, independent of its political consequences, has enriched our country with a number of rare and ancient monuments.’27 The stone was placed, after a brief sojourn in the library of the Society of Antiquaries, in a temporary structure in the British Museum’s grounds (because the floors of the building itself were not strong enough to bear its weight.28

*

The stone was now settled in Britain, but how did the great thinkers of the day go about trying to crack the code? While the Rosetta Stone itself was being sent back and forth between Cairo and Alexandria, hidden in old carpets, transported across the Mediterranean to Britain, and between the Society of Antiquaries’ library and the British Museum, copies of the inscriptions on it were being sent even further afield. Interest in the stone was fierce, as scholars around the world realised the possibility that it offered the key to finally solving a problem that many had considered impossible to solve. In the period 1800–3, scholars from Britain, France and Germany all offered full translations (into English, French and Latin) of the Greek text, which, while generally understandable, was full of little-understood technical terminology relating to Egyptian priesthoods and their tax rebates. There was also a portion of the Greek text missing because a corner of the stone had been broken off, long before Bouchard’s soldiers found it in the sand.

In their attempt to decipher the ‘sacred’ hieroglyphics and the ‘native’ text written on the stone, scholars focused first not on the hieroglyphs, but instead on the unknown ‘native’ characters. This was for two reasons. First, because the Rosetta Stone was in fact only surviving in part: much of the stone’s upper half (containing the majority of the hieroglyphic version of the text) had broken off (again before Bouchard’s discovery). Scholars thus had much more of the ‘native’-character-language text to compare to the Greek text than they did of the hieroglyphic one. And second, because scholars had realised that lots of other examples of this ‘native’ language were appearing in newly discovered papyrus fragments from across Egypt, so there was an ever-larger pool of material to work with.

Where do you start when trying to use one language you can read to translate another you can’t? You have to find a single phrase, or word, that you can reliably identify in both languages as being the same, and use that as the key to start deciphering the meaning, or ‘value’, of the individual letters of the word in the language you don’t know. This gives you a secure base from which to expand to other words and their constituent letters until you have assigned a value to every letter or symbol used in that unknown language. For the scholars working on the Rosetta Stone, that key starting word was the name of the Egyptian king: Ptolemy. The word Ptolemy was repeated eleven times in the Greek text and so should be identifiable as a repeated set of symbols in the other language.

That may make it sound like they were already well on their way to deciphering the whole text. However, it would actually take the greatest minds of the age another twenty years to crack the Rosetta code. Collaboration between French and Swedish academics in 1801–2 got as far as identifying the names of Ptolemy, as well as ‘Alexander’, ‘Alexandria’, ‘Arsinoe’ (Ptolemy’s wife) as well as Epiphanes (Ptolemy’s official title as ruler) in the ‘native’ language. Using these as a basis, they produced an alphabet of twenty-nine ‘native’-language characters with their corresponding Greek ones. At the same time, this ‘native’ language was now being called ‘cursive’ as it was thought to be the ‘day to day’ language of the Egyptians (with ‘sacred’ hieroglyphs as their more formal language).29 The general international public interest in these early attempts to decipher the Rosetta Stone is underlined by the fact that the Gentleman’s Magazine in London had a new article covering the latest linguistic arguments and ideas in nearly every edition from this period: this was no stodgy dry academic debate; it was an unfolding quest of discovery gripping the reading rooms and front parlours of the world, equivalent in our times perhaps to the interest shown in the scientific process of experimentation and development behind the creation of the Covid-19 vaccine.30

We now know that only about half of these twenty-nine characters identified in the cursive script by 1802 were actually correct. Because there was an additional problem: no one knew whether the symbols of the cursive script were ‘phonetic’ (each symbol/letter representing a sound – like Spanish or German today), or ‘ideographic’ (each symbol representing an idea/thing, as in ancient Sumerian) – or perhaps even a mixture of both (as in, for example, Chinese). Without knowing what kind of language they were looking at, scholars were really shooting in the dark.

Early steps forward, then, quickly gave way to a frustrated stalemate, with scholars from across the world failing to progress any further in deciphering the ‘native’ text. Their failure to make further headway was only more deeply underlined as the interest in ancient Egypt mushroomed during the first decades of the nineteenth century. In 1809/10 the first volume of the Description d’Égypte appeared in print as Napoleon’s authorised account of the intellectual discoveries made there during his expedition. A total of eight volumes of text, accompanied by nine volumes of images, would be published as lasting testament not only to the wonders of Egypt, but to France’s claim to be the inheritor of that ancient cultural prowess.31 At the same time, Britain and France in particular invested huge amounts of money, diplomacy and time in securing further ancient Egyptian cultural relics for their respective countries (and subsequently transporting them there). Egyptomania had officially started.32

In 1802, just as efforts to translate the languages of the Rosetta Stone were hitting a brick wall, Napoleon, now as First Consul and just two years away from declaring himself Emperor, had given a lecture in Paris about his Egyptian adventures. In the audience sat an Englishman by the name of Thomas Young.33 He was young, only in his twenties, and yet was already phenomenally accomplished. By the age of fourteen, he could read French, Italian, Latin, Greek, Hebrew, Syriac, Arabic, Persian, Turkish and Ethiopic among other languages, and had deduced (before anyone else) that a whole swathe of ancient and modern European languages had all derived from the same ‘Indo-European’ root. He was a trained doctor and would also go on to discover the wave theory of light, which Einstein would claim was second only to Newton’s discoveries.34 Inspired by Napoleon’s lecture, he eventually found a gap in his schedule and in the 1810s he turned his attention to the mystery of the Rosetta Stone.

What prompted Young, a decade after hearing Napoleon speak, to focus full-time on the Rosetta Stone was an idea from the French Oriental scholar Antoine-Isaac Silvestre de Sacy, who had been at the forefront of the initial attempts to crack the ‘cursive’/‘native’ language. Facing scholars were two problems: how to identify key words in each script, and then how to know whether or not the cursive and hieroglyphic scripts were representing sounds (as phonetic symbols) or ideas/words (as ideograms). De Sacy, as an Oriental scholar, understood that when translating a foreign name into the Chinese language, Chinese always used a phonetic approach. That is to say, they pick the Chinese language symbols that sound most like the different sounds within the name they are trying to transliterate into their language and write it like that. The cursive/native and hieroglyphic writing on the Rosetta Stone effectively had to do the same thing with the name Ptolemy: it was, after all, a Greek name rather than an Egyptian one (the original Ptolemy who had come to rule Egypt had been a Macedonian general of Alexander the Great). As such, De Sacy argued, it was a decent bet that the cursive and hieroglyphic texts employed a phonetic approach to translate the constituent sounds of Ptolemy’s name into cursive/hieroglyphic.

Scholars had already identified the words in the cursive text that translated Ptolemy’s name, but had struggled to do so in the hieroglyphic one. Around this time, however, it was collectively agreed by the scholarly community that the names of important royals – like Ptolemy – in the hieroglyphic script were always encircled (in what is known as a ‘cartouche’).35 And it just so happened that in the surviving piece of the hieroglyphic text on the broken Rosetta Stone was a name in a cartouche, occurring in about the right place at the end of the text where scholars knew (in the Greek version) Ptolemy’s name occurred.

De Sacy – in a generous academic gesture of what we today would call ‘open access’: the free sharing of knowledge – made these suggestions to Young and told him to try them out. We should not underemphasise how extraordinary this was, particularly at the time. De Sacy was a proud French academic, Young a British one. Britain and France had been at war since 1803 as Britain wrestled to hold on to its geopolitical power in the face of Napoleon’s efforts to expand his (and France’s) own. Against this background of acrimonious conflict there was also a camaraderie of academic scholarly investigation that transcended those boundaries – at least for now.

Across the next few years, between 1814 and 1819, Young published a series of articles, eventually summing up the entirety of his work in his anonymous entry on Egypt for the Encyclopaedia Britannica, published in 1819.36 Beginning from ascribing phonetic sounds to the symbols used to transliterate Ptolemy’s name in both the cursive and hieroglyphic texts, he had then looked for these same symbols in other names and words, ascribed the same phonetic values to them and then sought to understand the phonetic value of the remaining symbols in those new words. It was a painstaking process, with Young needing to constantly cross-check any phonetic values he ascribed to one symbol against where that symbol appeared in another word to ensure it made sense there too. In this way, by 1819, he was able to offer his translation of about two hundred words in the ‘cursive’ language (which Young preferred to call ‘enchoric’, denoting a writing coming from a particular country) and another two hundred words in the hieroglyphic text, as well as about eighty suggested correlations between cursive and hieroglyphic signs. While others previously had thought hieroglyphics and the cursive text were two unrelated languages, Young argued that cursive was in fact an evolved form of hieroglyphics. Once again, we now know that Young’s translations in his 1819 article were actually largely incorrect. But the method he had hit upon at De Sacy’s suggestion to focus on the phonetic value of transliterated foreign names and work outwards from there, as well as the idea that cursive and hieroglyphs were linked, was right.

Young corresponded freely with many academics across Europe in this period – however, he had been warned not to communicate with a certain infamous Jean-François Champollion.37 Champollion was seventeen years Young’s junior and had been born in 1790, the year after the French Revolution. In those early Revolutionary years the state education system had crumbled and schools had closed, leaving no option for families but to home-school. Champollion was lucky though; his father was a bookseller and clearly passed on his love of reading to his children. Taught by his father and his elder brother, Jacques Joseph Champollion, and later by a private tutor hired by the family, he received a brilliant and wide-ranging early education, preparing him to be able to excel once the schools reopened after Napoleon became First Consul in late 1799.

Champollion first saw a copy of the Rosetta Stone text in 1804, aged fourteen, and he started learning Coptic the very next year. A language that developed in Egypt in the first centuries ce, Coptic employed a mix of Greek and Egyptian alphabets, grammar and vocabulary to translate early Christian biblical texts, and was also spoken by ‘Copt’ (Christian Egyptian) communities. It eventually died out as a spoken language at the time of the Muslim conquest of Egypt in the seventh century ce, continuing only in written form. By the age of fifteen, Champollion was delivering papers to the Grenoble academic community arguing that the Coptic language was directly related back to ancient Egyptian hieroglyphs.38 That same year, he declared that he would devote his life to developing the knowledge and understanding of ancient Egypt. This ambition was unlike that of other academics at the time, like Young, who had turned to work on the Rosetta Stone translation as one of a number of varied academic interests rather than as an all-consuming speciality. By 1818, the year before Young published the anonymous summation of his work in the Encyclopaedia Britannica, Champollion was in Grenoble in a permanent teaching position, devoting every spare second he had to his Egyptian studies.39

However, just as French politics had prevented Champollion attending regular schooling when he was a boy, now again French politics intervened in Champollion’s career. In 1815, Napoleon had finally surrendered to the British following the Battle of Waterloo and had been exiled to the island of Saint Helena in the south Atlantic. The Bourbon monarchy had been restored in France. Champollion – understandably as someone who had felt the benefits of the French education system come back into operation under Napoleon – had grown up to become a committed Republican. So when, in 1821, a group of Bonapartists staged a rebellion in Grenoble, Champollion was accused of being the ringleader. He was, thanks to his academic contacts, eventually acquitted of all charges, but had to surrender his job and leave Grenoble. In the summer of 1821, Champollion arrived in Paris – jobless and without his own home – to live with his elder brother, Jacques Joseph, who was, in contrast, a well-respected academic working at the revered Académie Royale des Inscriptions et Belles Lettres, the epicentre of Parisian academic enquiry. Jean-François settled down in his brother’s home and buried himself in his brother’s library, returning full-time to the question of the Rosetta Stone.40

Little did he know at the time that crucial additional clues, which would provide the key to unlocking the Rosetta Stone text, were about to fall into place. In Egypt, a power vacuum had developed following the French defeat of the Mamluks, France’s own military capitulation in 1801–2, the inability and reticence of the British to commit the manpower that would be required to rule Egypt and the continued crumbling of the Ottoman Empire, which technically did still rule it. That vacuum was filled by a man called Mehmet Ali. Originally born in Macedonia to an Albanian family, Mehmet Ali declared himself viceroy of Egypt in 1805 and would soon be recognised as the ‘Pasha’ (the Ottoman title for ruler) of Egypt by the Ottoman sultan in Constantinople. It was the start of a dynasty that would rule Egypt for the next 150 years. But Mehmet Ali also realised that he needed to keep the Western powers sweet and so tolerated the French and British embassies, and associated trading networks, that were busy discovering and copying ancient objects from all over Egypt – as well as trying to then take them back to Europe. For example, William John Bankes, a wealthy dilletante, masterminded the successful transport of one complete obelisk, and a large broken part of its partner, from the Temple of Isis on the island of Philae in the middle of the Nile in Upper Egypt, all the way to his stately home at Kingston Lacy in Dorset. The obelisks arrived in London in December 1821 and were the first Egyptian obelisks to arrive into the country. To this day, the unbroken one is still at Kingston Lacy.

What Bankes was interested in, however, was not just the obelisk itself, but the texts carved on it. He had noticed back in 1815 that the complete obelisk now at Kingston Lacy carried a hieroglyphic text on its shaft and a Greek text on its base – perhaps this could be another parallel text like that of the Rosetta Stone?41

He had copies of the inscriptions made and circulated them to the wider academic community, which is how both Thomas Young and Jean-François Champollion came across this next set of clues. Young was at the time in Rome looking for other bilingual inscriptions among the Egyptian objects that had been taken to Italy during the time of the Roman Empire. Jean-François Champollion was in his brother’s apartment in Paris. A race began to decipher the obelisk inscription. But it later emerged Young had received a copy with an error in it.42 Champollion was luckier.

The inscription contained crucial Greek royal names (Ptolemy and Cleopatra) that had been translated into hieroglyphic text. Using Young’s published work, Champollion was able to identify the phonetic values of the hieroglyphic symbols for the names of both Ptolemy and Cleopatra on the Bankes obelisk. It was this additional reference point provided by the Bankes obelisk that, alongside the Rosetta Stone, allowed Champollion to start to expand and cross-reference his suggested translations of hieroglyphic symbols – and move on to test his workings to read other foreign ruler names translated into hieroglyphics. The question was now: could he start to read words that were originally Egyptian rather than foreign imports translated into hieroglyphics? Could Champollion at last unravel the mystery of the Rosetta Stone?

*

The summer of 1822 was scorching in Paris. Champollion was too hot to undertake any concentrated work in his brother’s library. But a let-up in the heat on 14 September allowed Jean-François the chance to study a copy of a new hieroglyphic inscription that had just emerged from the great temple at Abu Simbel on the Nile in Upper Egypt, almost at the border with Sudan. By noon that day, Champollion was tearing the two hundred or so yards down the street to his brother’s office at the Académie Royale des Inscriptions et Belles Lettres, bursting into the room and throwing his papers down on his brother’s desk: ‘Je tiens à l’affaire!’ he cried – ‘I’ve done it!’ He then promptly dropped unconscious on the floor.43

What Champollion had been able to do that morning was link together the different parts of his knowledge that he had gained across his lifetime to crack the code. First he had taken his prototype system of translation between Greek, cursive (which he preferred to call ‘demotic’ and which Young still called enchoric) and hieroglyphics, born from studying the foreign names on the Rosetta Stone and Bankes’s obelisk. Second, he combined that with his in-depth knowledge of the Coptic language (which he had correctly realised was linked to both cursive and hieroglyphics). Third, he added to this his excellent understanding of ancient Egyptian history and culture. The result was that he was able to locate and read the Egyptian royal title ‘Rameses’ amid the hieroglyphics on the Abu Simbel text. He had then gone back to the Rosetta Stone hieroglyphics and been able to translate the Egyptian royal title given to Ptolemy. He knew then that he had cracked it.

It is hard to overestimate how much of a momentous intellectual accomplishment Champollion had achieved that morning – a true eureka moment. In part, he was of course lucky: lucky to be working on the problem at the time that multiple bilingual texts were beginning to circulate (and indeed to receive copies of them without errors in). But he was also the only person with all the requisite skills and knowledge in different languages and ancient history. He was also perhaps the only one with sufficient intellectual capability, combined with both a stubborn determination to succeed and an equally strong ability for what we would call today ‘blue-sky thinking’, to be able to make the breakthrough. The effort it took – even for him – is borne out in the fact that he collapsed with the shock and toll of making the discovery. His brother thought he was dead. It took Jean-François five days of bed convalescence to recover.

Soon after, on Friday 27 September 1822, Champollion read a report to the assembled members of the Académie Royale des Inscriptions et Belles Lettres about his discoveries. The report, formally known as the Lettre à M. Dacier, relative à l’alphabet des hieroglyphs phonétiques, was later published and has – rightly – taken its place as one of the most fundamental documents in the history of Egyptology.44 Thomas Young was in the audience when Champollion delivered his report that day in Paris. Indeed, in recognition of Young’s earlier advances in the journey to decipherment of Egyptian hieroglyphics and the cursive language, he was invited to sit next to Champollion as he read out the report. The two were introduced to one another at the end of the session. It was the first time that the two men most responsible for deciphering Egyptian hieroglyphics had actually met.45

I can’t quite imagine the wealth of emotions – no doubt hidden under the enforced academic politesse of the Académie session – going through Thomas Young’s mind. Young had been so close to the answer himself. He would never know whether – if he had had the correct copy of the Philae obelisk inscriptions – he too may have been able to crack the code, and sooner than Champollion. And worse still, he had been warned off corresponding with Champollion because of his apparent tendency to not acknowledge the work of others that he incorporated into his own. Sure enough, Champollion’s report had not fully referenced Young’s contribution thus far. Two days after the report was read to the Académie, Young wrote charitably to an academic colleague that

 

Mr Champollion . . . has lately been making some steps in Egyptian literature which really appear to be gigantic. It may be said that he has 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 had the strength enough to turn it.46

 

Later, however, he wrote more plainly: ‘I did certainly expect to find the chronology of my own researches a little more distinctly stated!’47

Young’s response was to eschew his anonymity and in 1823 he published his own account, pointedly entitled An Account of Some Recent Discoveries in Hieroglyphical Literature and Egyptian Antiquities, Including the Author’s Original Alphabet, As Extended by Mr Champollion. In it he shows himself torn between wanting to maintain some kind of academic modesty and wanting recognition for his part in the discovery. While he held back from accusing Champollion of portraying Young’s discoveries as if they were his own, he could not help but restate that ‘however Mr Champollion may have arrived at his conclusions, I admit them, with the greatest pleasure and gratitude, not by any means as superseding my system, but as fully confirming and extending it’.48

Shots had been fired, and Champollion was having none of it. In a letter dated 23 March 1823, he wrote: ‘I shall never consent to recognise any other original alphabet than my own . . . and the unanimous opinion of scholars on this point will be more and more confirmed by the public examination of any other claim.’49 Young, seemingly unable to turn the tide on the view of Champollion as the single-handed hero of the Rosetta Stone, turned his back on the subject and moved on to study other matters.

Champollion, however, was only just getting started. Throughout 1822, he had been feverishly studying as many hieroglyphic texts as he could to test, refine and expand his understanding. He realised that the hieroglyphic symbols were always a mixture of phonetic and ideographic, and that the language rarely represented vowels. This realisation, alongside his in-depth knowledge of Coptic, allowed him to rapidly expand his hieroglyphic vocabulary and by 1824 he had published Précis du syst
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