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Introduction

On my approaching the temple, the hope I had formed of opening its entrance vanished at once; for the amazing accumulation of sand was such, that it appeared an impossibility ever to reach the door.1

GIOVANNI BATTISTA BELZONI, 1821

Rudyard Kipling wrote of archaeology that it ‘furnishes a  scholarly pursuit with all the excitement of a gold prospector’s life’.2 If that is true of archaeology, it is all the more true of Egyptology. For what could be more exciting, more exotic or more intrepid than digging in the sands of Egypt in the hope of discovering golden treasures from the age of the pharaohs? The antiquities of the Nile Valley have a special allure, a particular romance, that have spoken to the Western imagination for centuries. Our fascination with ancient Egypt goes back to the ancient Greeks, while the practice of collecting Egyptian antiquities was already well known in ancient Rome. But the heyday of Egyptology – the period when it emerged from its antiquarian origins to develop as a proper scientific discipline, and the period that witnessed all the great discoveries, prompting recurrent bouts of ‘Egyptomania’ in the West – was undoubtedly the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. This golden age of scholarship and adventure is neatly bookended by two epoch-making events: the decipherment of hieroglyphics in 1822, and the discovery of Tutankhamun’s tomb exactly a hundred years later. The first provided the key to unlocking the secrets of pharaonic civilization, and initiated a headlong rush to find out more, sparking intensive Western engagement with Egypt. The second revealed the full glory and sophistication of pharaonic civilization, and gave legitimacy to the Egyptians’ desire for self-determination, sounding the death knell for Western dominance in the country’s affairs.

As we approach the bicentenary of decipherment and the centenary of Tutankhamun’s rediscovery, there has never been a better time to retell – and, in retelling, to reassess – the story of Egyptology. New discoveries, new research and new insights since 1922 have transformed both our understanding of ancient Egypt and the discipline of Egyptology itself. Recent years have seen an upsurge of interest in the early history of archaeology and travel in the Middle East; many of Egyptology’s nineteenth-century protagonists – its lesser-known figures, as well as its more famous names – have been the focus of detailed biographical study; and the opening up of private and institutional archives has shed new light on the motives and methods of archaeologists and their imperialist colleagues.

Indeed, the close relationship between scientific excavation and colonial expansion has emerged as a major theme in recent studies of Egyptology. As one scholar has observed: ‘For rising empires, both ancient and modern, Egypt has always been a symbol of ancient sovereignty.’3 This has long been understood and appreciated. When Julius Caesar sailed up the Nile with Cleopatra, the trip was a double celebration: on a personal level, it marked his amorous conquest of the most famous woman in the world; on a political level, it announced Rome’s vice-like embrace of the fabled land of the pharaohs. Shortly afterwards the Romans began the practice of appropriating archaeological monuments in order to demonstrate their hegemony, and their successors – the colonial powers of Western Europe and, latterly, America – followed suit. Roman emperors may have been content to ship the odd Egyptian obelisk, sphinx or statue back to the imperial capital, to adorn public spaces and private retreats, and to signal both their sophisticated taste and their all-encompassing authority, all the while squeezing every drop of profit out of their Egyptian possessions. European and American interest in Egypt was more complex, if no less naked. The exploration and description of the Nile Valley and its antiquities – carried out, with an accelerating pace, throughout the nineteenth century – was motivated by religious, philosophical or antiquarian interests, and helped to create and shape the new disciplines of archaeology and Egyptology; but these ostensibly scholarly activities also served, wittingly or unwittingly, to open up Egypt to Western involvement and interference, economic, social and political. From its very inception, Egyptology was thus the handmaid of imperialism, in a manner that Caesar would have recognized and applauded.

At the same time, Egypt’s exposure to Western influences – some willingly encouraged, many impossible to resist – served to change Egyptian society from the inside. During the course of the nineteenth century, notions of modernity, progress, and national identity – concepts that had barely stirred in Egypt during the preceding 1,800 years of foreign occupation and control – slowly began to take root. By the beginning of the twentieth century, after a hundred years of engagement with foreigners, Egyptians themselves had begun to think about, and plan for, their own independent future. The story of Egyptology is thus also the story of Egyptian self-determination. The detailed understanding and appreciation of the country’s ancient past paved the way for its modern rebirth. As the West rediscovered Egypt, so Egypt discovered itself.

This book seeks to tell both stories, for they are deeply interwoven. It also seeks to take a balanced approach; for Western interest in Egypt, despite the arguments of some commentators, was neither wholly malign nor wholly benign. In the world of antiquarianism and archaeology there were good and bad individuals, scholars and scoundrels, those motivated by a desire for knowledge and those motivated by personal greed. So too, in the world of economics and politics, some (albeit rather few) had genuine aspirations for Egypt’s development, while others (all too frequently) saw a chance for making a fast buck. Western engagement with Egypt featured more than its fair share of charlatans and condescending imperialists, but also a handful of more enlightened souls who sought to understand the Egyptians on their own terms, sympathized with their predicament, and sought to ameliorate their condition. They, too, are part of the tapestry that is the history of the golden age of Egyptology.

In the pages that follow, well-known giants, from Champollion to Carter and Carnarvon, will each get their moment in the sun. But so too will their lesser-known contemporaries, men and women whose painstaking but less headline-grabbing work helped to enrich and transform our understanding of the Nile Valley and its people, and left a lasting impression on Egypt, too. Travellers and treasure-hunters, ethnographers and epigraphers, antiquarians and archaeologists: whatever their motives, whatever their methods, all understood that in pursuing Egyptology they were part of a greater endeavour – to reveal a lost world, buried for centuries beneath the sands.




PROLOGUE

Travellers in an antique land
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Frontispiece of the English edition of Norden’s Travels in Egypt and Nubia (1757). Enlightenment Europe is depicted revealing the secrets of an exotic, degenerate and subjugated civilization.




ONE

Description and decipherment
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The Rosetta Stone, key to the decipherment of hieroglyphics.
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Mr Champollion, junior . . . has lately been making some steps in Egyptian literature, which really appear to be gigantic.1

THOMAS YOUNG, 1822

After a fortnight of late summer heat, with daytime temperatures nudging twenty-seven degrees, the morning of Saturday 14 September 1822 brought a welcome break for the citizens of Paris. The sky was overcast, there was a light wind, and the thermometer at the Royal Observatory had fallen to a more pleasant thirteen degrees.2 In his brother’s house at 28 rue Mazarine, just a few minutes’ walk from the Pont Neuf on the south bank of the Seine, Jean-François Champollion once again took up his papers, and, with the oppressive heat of recent days lifted, applied himself afresh to his task. For the past fourteen months, ever since arriving in the French capital, he had devoted himself single-mindedly to the greatest intellectual challenge of the age: cracking the code of ancient Egyptian writing. There had been promising avenues and blind alleys in equal measure, and any number of wrong turns. Now, finally, armed with a crucial piece of new evidence, the path opened up once again. This time, there would be no turning back: the prize lay ahead.

Shortly before noon, Champollion sprang from his study, rushed out of the house and 200 metres down the street to the imposing domed building which, since the beginning of the century, had housed the Académie Royale des Inscriptions et Belles-Lettres, one of the five national academies of France. Bursting into his brother’s office at the académie, he flung a sheaf of papers onto the desk and exclaimed: ‘Je tiens mon affaire!’ (‘I’ve done it!’) Overcome with emotion and exhausted by the mental effort, he promptly collapsed to the floor, unconscious. As Eureka moments go, it was suitably dramatic. After being taken back home, for five days Champollion was confined to his room, completely incapacitated, watched over by his anxious relatives. When he finally regained his strength, on the Thursday evening, he immediately resumed his feverish studies.

Just one week later, on Friday 27 September, he was strong enough to deliver a formal lecture at the académie, announcing his breakthrough. Addressed, as was the custom, to the académie’s permanent secretary, a certain Bon-Joseph Dacier, the lecture was published the following month by Didot Father & Son, booksellers of 24 rue Jacob, under the title ‘Lettre à M. Dacier, Secrétaire Perpétuel de l’Académie Royale des Inscriptions et Belles-Lettres, relative à l’alphabet des hiéroglyphes phonétiques employés par les Egyptiens pour inscrire sur leurs monuments les titres, les noms et les surnoms des souverains grecs et romains’.3 The Lettre à M. Dacier, as it is universally known, announced to the world the decipherment of hieroglyphics. It was, and remains, one of the greatest feats of philology. By lifting the civilization of the pharaohs out of the shadows of mythology into the light of history, it marked the birth of Egyptology.

Champollion is still revered for his scholarly achievement. Yet the history of Egyptology is rarely uncontested, rarely straightforward. Champollion may have been a lone scholar, but his breakthrough did not occur in isolation. It drew upon a series of insights by other scholars, and was ultimately born out of one of the great academic rivalries of the nineteenth century. The full, circuitous story of decipherment began two decades before that momentous autumn of 1822, in the immediate aftermath of the Napoleonic expedition.
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As Bonaparte’s soldiers were licking the wounds of defeat, their scholarly compatriots, the savants who had accompanied Napoleon to Egypt, were busy mapping and studying the country and its antiquities. The British might have won the day on the battlefield, but it was the French who had conquered Egypt for science. From that moment on, France held to an unerring belief that the study of ancient Egypt was its hard-earned, irrevocable prerogative. From that moment on, too, successive French governments, and successive generations of French scholars, would look with ill-concealed disdain on the footling attempts of the British to understand the civilization of the pharaohs. The Napoleonic expedition and its aftermath thus set the tone for the next century and a half of discovery in the Nile Valley. Whilst, for the British, Egyptology would begin, and largely continue, as an interesting diversion for well-heeled dilettantes and minor academics, for the French it was, and would ever remain, an important part of their self-image as a nation.

The first great blow for French Egyptological pre-eminence was struck by a member of Napoleon’s entourage, a man who, though largely forgotten in the annals of archaeology, ranks as one of the most colourful figures in the entire history of the subject. Dominique Vivant, Baron Denon, was born into a family of landed gentry near the provincial town of Chalon-sur-Saône. At the age of sixteen he went to Paris to make his fortune, and succeeded in being appointed a gentilhomme ordinaire – an aristocratic hanger-on – at the court of Louis XV. Like many of his ambitious contemporaries, Denon recognized that the seduction of influential women could prove just as potent a recipe for political and financial advancement as any amount of flattery of the monarch himself. Using his position at court – he was curator of the royal collection of antique gems – Denon caught the eye of Louis XV’s mistress, Madame de Pompadour, and became one of her favourites.

Popular for his quick wit and lively conversation, Denon possessed abundant charm, refinement and powers of persuasion. His talents did not go unnoticed, and the king duly appointed him to the French diplomatic service. It was the perfect career for a man of Denon’s talents and interests. In St Petersburg he used his social contacts to ‘ferret out State secrets and boudoir intrigues that were of great service to his ambassador’.4 On a secret mission to Switzerland in 1775, he was a frequent guest of Voltaire’s and penned a remarkable series of sketches of the ageing philosopher. During a subsequent posting in Naples, which was rather lacking in diplomatic intrigue, Denon amused himself instead by indulging his love of drawing and his interest in antiquities. He visited the Roman ruins of Herculaneum and Pompeii, and amassed a valuable collection of Etruscan vases which he subsequently sold to the new king, Louis XVI (and which were sent to the royal porcelain factory at Sèvres to be copied). Denon’s wanderings further afield, in Sicily, formed the basis of his first book, Voyage en Sicile, published in 1788. It was a charmed life. France’s interests and Denon’s were in perfect alignment. But it was not to last.

The French revolution of 1789 brought the ancien régime crashing down. The aristocracy fled or were guillotined, their lands confiscated and privileges abolished. Denon only escaped with his life because he was in Venice, on a study tour of its paintings and art treasures (having been elected to the Académie Royale des Beaux-Arts in 1787, he had resigned from the diplomatic service to pursue a full-time career as an artist); but all his property, hard won over the previous two decades, was confiscated. While awaiting a restoration of his fortunes, Denon put his skills as an engraver and his abundant experience of sexual liaisons to good use, publishing a titillating volume of erotic scenes, inspired by the pornographic frescoes at Pompeii, entitled Œuvre priapique (1793). It hardly marked him out as a future authority on ancient Egypt. Yet Denon’s wide and cultured circle of friends now came to his rescue, and conspired to launch him on his second, unexpected career.

That same year, Denon took the brave decision to return to Paris and try to use his diplomatic skills to recover his fortune. Through his contacts in the art world, he secured the patronage of the revolutionary painter Jacques-Louis David. With such an influential supporter, Denon was able successfully to petition Robespierre, who now rescinded his banishment and restored his confiscated properties. As Denon’s biographer has put it, ‘Not the least of Vivant Denon’s talents was his adaptability to changing political regimes.’5 Once again a free and wealthy man, Denon resumed his favourite pastime and, before long, had charmed his way into the favour of an attractive young widow and socialite, Marie-Josèphe-Rose Tascher de la Pagerie. Rose, as her friends knew her, had had a lucky escape of her own. Her husband, Alexandre Viscomte de Beauharnais, had, like so many of his class, been arrested as an enemy of the people, and guillotined in the Place de la Révolution in 1794, leaving Rose impoverished and with two young children. She had herself been imprisoned in Paris’s Carmes gaol, only to be released five days after her husband’s execution following Robespierre’s fall from grace and the end of his Reign of Terror. Rose and Denon were thrown together by the shared experience of loss and reprieve. For Denon, it was a singularly lucky meeting; for Rose had done the only thing a woman in her position could do: wooing leading politicians in order to provide some measure of security for herself and her children. In 1795, having recovered her late husband’s property, she met a young revolutionary, six years her junior, by the name of Napoleon Bonaparte. She became his mistress and, the following year, his wife. In place of ‘Rose’, Napoleon preferred to call her by the diminutive of her middle name, Joséphine. Denon now found himself back in favour, and back at the centre of power. His personal history had come full circle.

So it was that Denon joined Napoleon on his campaign to Egypt in 1798, as one of the expedition’s official artists. Travelling up the Nile with the French soldiers, Denon amazed them with his resilience and determination. It is said that, ‘even while he ate his scanty meals his sketch pad was beside him’.6 This was not the pampered aristocrat his battle-hardened compatriots might have been expecting, but a dedicated servant of the expedition and its revolutionary aims. Be that as it may, Denon had not lost his entrepreneurial flair. Within a year of his return to France, he followed up his earlier foray into travel-writing by publishing his own, highly personal account of the Egyptian expedition, the two-volume Voyages dans la Basse et la Haute Egypte (1802). It was an instant bestseller, an eyewitness record of Bonaparte’s audacious journey through the land of the pharaohs. Translated into English and German, Voyages reawakened European public interest in ancient Egypt and influenced the course of nineteenth-century scholarship. It remained in print for nearly 150 years, something of a record in the annals of Egyptology. One of the great historians of archaeology has summed up Denon’s achievement thus: ‘Napoleon conquered Egypt with bayonets, and held it for one short year. But Denon conquered the land of the Pharaohs with his crayon, and held it permanently.’7 In recognition of his contribution to scholarship, Denon (along with Napoleon) was elected to honorary membership of the American Academy of Arts in its first year. The French government made him director general of museums, a post he held until the downfall of his patron in 1815. (In the meantime, Denon would travel with Napoleon’s army across Europe, amassing works of art for the Louvre, and establishing it as one of the great collections of the world.)

Denon’s Voyages had, as he knew it would, the benefit of a considerable head start on the official publication of the Napoleonic expedition. But then the latter was an altogether more monumental undertaking. The Description de l’Egypte, published with the endorsement of Napoleon himself, was the first great work of Egyptology. Its publication was announced by a consular decree in February 1802, which also confirmed that the (considerable) expense would be borne by the government. The editor-in-chief would report directly to the minister of the interior. Bonaparte saw in the publication the opportunity to salvage the reputation of his ill-fated mission, and restore French pride. (The preface, written by the mathematician Fourier but personally approved by Napoleon, asserted that Egypt, a country ‘which has transmitted its knowledge to so many nations, is today plunged into barbarism’, effectively justifying the French expedition.) Moreover, the Description would serve to assert France’s claim to the cultural riches of Egypt.

In time, three editors-in-chief would work on the Description. The third, and longest-serving, Jomard, devoted over two decades of his life to the project, seeing it through to completion. (A grateful French government duly appointed him curator of the Bibliothèque Nationale: the reward for good behaviour was, it seems, further punishment.) Although planned as a celebration of Napoleonic endeavour, only about half the entire work was published before Bonaparte’s downfall and exile. The restored monarchy under Louis XVIII might have abandoned the project, but, recognizing the opportunity to bolster France’s reputation, decided to proceed. The finished work did not disappoint. It comprised eight huge folio volumes of text (four on antiquities, two on modern Egypt, and two on natural history) and nine accompanying folio volumes of plates on the same topics (five, two and two respectively). A coloured plate of the Dendera zodiac took pride of place in the second volume.

Indeed, it is the plates – all 974 of them – for which the Description remains most famous, and which have stood the test of time. Although the artists failed to reproduce many of the hieroglyphic inscriptions accurately, not knowing what they were copying, the images of monuments are much more reliable; in some cases, they are the only record of buildings which were subsequently damaged or destroyed. Nearly four hundred engravers were involved in the project; Denon himself contributed 140 drawings. The magnificent frontispiece to the first volume (dated 1809 but published the following year) was a masterpiece of propaganda, which both ‘framed and claimed Egyptian antiquity’.8 It shows a composite, mythical scene of pharaonic ruins: a winding road leads from an obelisk in the foreground, past sphinxes, a pyramid, temples, colonnades and columned halls into the far distance. The frame, under the protection of an Egyptian winged disc, captures the heroic nature of the expedition in a classical idiom. Along the top, Napoleon is shown in the guise of Alexander the Great, mounted on a chariot, spear in hand, and preceded by the French imperial eagle, bearing down on a group of hapless enemies. The sides, surmounted by further eagles, comprise a series of trophies bearing the names of the ‘conquered’ locations – from Alexandria via the pyramids and Thebes all the way to Abukir (the site of Napoleon’s defeat at the Battle of the Nile, but included, nonetheless, without a hint of irony). The bottom register shows supplicant groups of Egyptians, complete with their horses and camels, parading before Napoleon’s imperial monogram. And, to complete the symbolism, a pair of cartouches – the oval rings within which pharaohs wrote their names – appear, each containing a star and Napoleon’s personal emblem, the bee.

By the time the final volume of the Description was published, in 1828, the emperor had been deposed, the Bourbon monarchy had been restored and was itself on the way to abolition. But the Description stood as a testament to France’s cultural superiority, proof of France’s ownership of Egypt’s ancient past. Champollion’s breakthrough of September 1822 merely confirmed that conviction.
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Even before the last hieroglyphic inscription was carved, on 15 August AD 394, detailed understanding of the script had all but died out in the Nile Valley. Beyond Egypt’s borders, knowledge gave way to speculation, and all sorts of fanciful theories began to spring up about the meaning of the signs. As early as the first century BC, the Greek historian Diodorus Siculus had adumbrated that Egyptian writing was ‘not built up from syllables to express the underlying meaning, but from the appearance of things drawn and by their metaphorical meaning learned by heart’.9 Thus began the erroneous belief that hieroglyphic was a symbolic rather than a phonetic script; while this may have been true of some of the Ptolemaic-era signs, it was a fundamental misconception, a red herring which would deflect scholars from the path of successful decipherment for the next nineteen centuries.

European interest in the writing of the ancient Egyptians was revived at the beginning of the Renaissance, when a manuscript of the fourth-century work, Horapollo’s Hieroglyphika, was discovered on a Greek island and subsequently published in Italy in 1505. It caused a stir, and went through thirty editions (one of them with accompanying illustrations by Albrecht Dürer); but its whole approach, influenced by Neoplatonic mysticism, only served to obfuscate rather than illuminate the inner workings of the hieroglyphic script. Indeed, Horapollo’s readings were ‘more like a collection of conceits and enigmas than an exploration of a real system of serious literature’.10 Nonetheless, the idea that the key to Egyptian writing lay in mythology, not philology, became firmly lodged in European consciousness. The first post-classical work on the subject, the influential 1556 book Hieroglyphica (full title Hieroglyphica, sive, De sacris Aegyptiorum literis commentarii, ‘Hieroglyphics, or, Commentaries on the Sacred Letters of the Egyptians’) by the Venetian scholar Pierio Valeriano, followed the same, flawed approach, as did the wildly speculative publication by Kircher, a century later, of the inscription on a Roman obelisk. The bald truth was that, for over forty generations, no living soul had been able accurately to read an ancient Egyptian text.

Scholars began to think the task impossible. By the early eighteenth century, the English antiquarian, William Stukeley, could confidently assert that: ‘The hieroglyphics of the Egyptians is a sacred character . . . The characters cut on the Egyptian monuments are purely symbolical . . . The perfect knowledge of ’em is irrecoverable.’11 Pococke, in the 1743 account of his journey to Egypt, made the important realization that: ‘As far, therefore, as hieroglyphics are emblematical, they seem to stand for things; but as they are inscriptions, they stand for words or sounds as well as things, and might be read in the vulgar language by the children of the priests.’12 Two decades later, a French cleric, Jean-Jacques Barthélemy, correctly surmised that the cartouches might contain royal or divine names. But these were pinpricks of insight in an enveloping fog of misapprehension. Even the great French orientalist, Antoine Silvestre de Sacy, regrettably concluded that full decipherment was ‘too complicated, scientifically insoluble’.13

Only at the very end of the eighteenth century did a brave Danish scholar, Georg Zoëga, dare to suggest, against received wisdom, that some hieroglyphs might be phonetic after all. In the foreword to his book De origine et usu obeliscorum (‘On the origin and purpose of obelisks’), published in 1797, Zoëga suggested that: ‘When Egypt is better known to scholars, and when the numerous ancient remains still to be seen there have been accurately explored and published, it will perhaps be possible to learn to read the hieroglyphs and more intimately to understand the meaning of the Egyptian monuments.’14 It was a prescient statement. Just a year later, Napoleon launched his expedition to Egypt, exploring and publishing the country’s ancient remains and, in the discovery of the Rosetta Stone, providing scholars with the key that would finally unlock the mysteries of Egyptian writing.

In Cairo, one of Napoleon’s savants, the engineer Jean-Joseph Marcel, recognized the script in the middle section of the stone as demotic and correctly identified the royal name ‘Ptolemy’, by comparison with the Greek text where it occurred eleven times. He also guessed that the first two signs in the group must therefore be the letters ‘P’ and ‘T’; but was unable to take this hunch any further.15 So, when copies of the stone’s inscription began to circulate in Europe, it was a happy circumstance that they came to the attention of two of the most brilliant minds of the age – two men who could not have been more different in talent or temperament. One was a dazzling polymath, the other a single-minded obsessive; one a man of easy, self-effacing erudition, the other a self-conscious and jealous intellectual; for added piquancy, one was English, the other French. The rivalrous race to decipherment had begun.

Thomas Young was a man of his time. Born into a prosperous Quaker family that placed a high value on learning, he showed an early aptitude for languages alongside a fascination for science. By all accounts, he was able to read by the time he was two years old, and by the age of fourteen had gained some proficiency in French and Italian, Latin and Greek, Hebrew and Syriac, Arabic and Persian, Turkish and Ethiopic, as well as the obscure ancient languages Chaldaean and Samarian. He was encouraged in his studies by a great-uncle who moved in London’s fashionable intellectual circles. However, Young was not wealthy, and needed a profession to support himself. Medicine seemed to offer a socially respectable and financially rewarding career; so he enrolled, first at the University of Edinburgh, then at Göttingen (renowned in the eighteenth century for its outstanding library). A paper on the workings of the human eye gained him election to a fellowship of the Royal Society at the precocious age of twenty-one. (He would later serve as the society’s foreign secretary.) Finally, to gain the MD needed to practise as a doctor, he went up to Emmanuel College, Cambridge in 1797 (a move which also required him to renounce his Quaker faith and join the Church of England), where his fellow students nicknamed him ‘Phenomenon Young’. It was a barbed compliment. Absorbed in his studies, Young attended few lectures, remaining instead in his room, carrying out his own experiments in the exciting new field of physics.

The year he entered Cambridge was a bittersweet one for Young. His great-uncle died, depriving Young of an influential and supportive mentor, but giving him financial independence thanks to a large legacy of property and money. Young was now able to pursue his own passions. Moving to London in 1799, he began practising as a doctor, but science remained his passion. An autodidact – while still at Cambridge, he had written to one of his brothers that, ‘Masters and mistresses are very necessary to compensate for want of inclination and exertion: but whoever would arrive at excellence must be self-taught’16 – he nonetheless achieved remarkable insights and breakthroughs. Alongside his observations on the human eye – explaining how the lens accommodates, describing astigmatism, and proposing a theory of colour vision – he also demonstrated the wave theory of light, an insight which Einstein regarded, after Newton’s Opticks, as ‘the next great theoretical advance’ in the subject.17 Among many other accomplishments, Young formulated the modulus of elasticity (still used by engineers), advised the Admiralty on shipbuilding, served as secretary of the Board of Longitude, and was an expert on life insurance. In 1802–3, when still only in his late twenties, Young gave a series of lectures at the Royal Institution in London, covering virtually every aspect of science; for sheer breadth of knowledge, it has never been surpassed. Also that year, during a brief lull in the Napoleonic Wars, Young was able to visit France and to hear Napoleon – fresh from his Egyptian adventures – speak at the Institut National in Paris. Little did either man know that Young would soon come closer than anyone else to snatching the crown of Egyptology from the French.

With his prodigious knowledge of languages, ancient and modern, and his supreme gifts as a linguist, it is not, perhaps, surprising that Young should have become interested in the philological conundrum of the age, the decipherment of hieroglyphics. In his own words, he could not resist ‘an attempt to unveil the mystery, in which Egyptian literature has been involved for nearly twenty centuries’.18 The challenge seems first to have piqued his curiosity in 1814 when he reviewed a recent German publication on the history of languages, Johann Christoph Adelung’s Mithridates, oder allgemeine Sprachkunde. At the same time, Young began studying a copy of the Rosetta Stone inscription. Blessed with an almost photographic memory, he started to discern patterns and resemblances that had escaped other, less punctilious observers. In particular, he noticed similarities between some of the signs in the demotic and hieroglyphic scripts (until then believed to be unrelated). His intuition was confirmed the following year when he consulted a borrowed copy of an early volume of the Description which included facsimiles of ancient Egyptian papyri. Young thus became the first scholar to suggest, correctly, that monumental hieroglyphs, cursive hieroglyphs and demotic were closely connected. Not only did this insight require an extraordinary combination of gifts, it also demanded a leap of imagination and the abandonment of centuries of false theories about ancient Egyptian writing. Young did not demur from rejecting Horapollo’s readings as ‘puerile’, nor from pouring scorn on Kircher’s attempts at translation: ‘according to his interpretation, which succeeded equally well, whether he happened to begin at the beginning, or at the end of each of the lines, they all contain some mysterious doctrines of religion or of metaphysics’.19 As for Kircher’s famous drawings of Egyptian obelisks, Young damned with faint praise, calling them ‘tolerably faithful, though inelegant, representations of the principal monuments of Egyptian art, which had before his days been brought to Europe’.20 Young also broke with received wisdom by correctly proposing that demotic combined both symbolic and phonetic signs. By contrast, other scholars working on the Rosetta Stone at the time, notably Champollion’s teacher Silvestre de Sacy and the Swedish diplomat Johan Åkerblad, wrongly concluded that demotic was entirely alphabetic. However, not even Young made the logical step of realizing that hieroglyphic, too, was a hybrid script. That breakthrough would have to wait for the laser-like brilliance of Champollion.

In common with many gentleman scholars of the early nineteenth century, Young kept up a lively correspondence with his contemporaries, in Britain and beyond, sharing observations and theories, and keeping abreast of new discoveries. However, Young never corresponded directly with Champollion. The reason was a remarkable letter, written by Silvestre de Sacy to Young on 20 July 1815. In it the French orientalist warned: ‘If I might venture to advise you, I would recommend you not to be too communicative of your discoveries to M. Champollion. It may happen that he may hereafter make pretension to the priority.’21

The teacher evidently knew his former pupil well, and his prediction would come true. As a result of Silvestre de Sacy’s letter – probably prompted by a political row with Champollion; the latter was a Bonapartist, while the teacher was a royalist, and Louis XVIII had been restored to the throne less than a month earlier – Young never shared his work on hieroglyphics with the only other scholar who could have truly appreciated it.

Alongside his scholarship on Egypt, Young’s research continued to be prodigious in its scope. His contributions to the 1816 edition of the Encyclopaedia Britannica ranged from annuities to waves. His article on languages was the first to use the term ‘Indo-European’, for Young recognized that languages as diverse as English, Latin and Greek all belonged to the same family. (He had achieved this insight while still in his teens, by comparing the key features of hundreds of languages.) But, naturally reserved and conditioned by his Quaker upbringing to value modesty, Young rarely wrote under his own name. Most of his articles, groundbreaking as they were, were published anonymously. For Young, the intellectual adventure was reward enough. All through 1816 and 1817, he continued to work on decipherment, eagerly studying any new publications of Egyptian manuscripts he could lay his hands on. Indeed, in 1817 he founded the Egyptian Society of London, for the express purpose of publishing pharaonic texts. Ever the gentleman scholar, he had no intention of following in Belzoni’s footsteps and going to Egypt to secure manuscripts himself. Instead, he appealed for funds ‘for employing some poor Italian or Maltese to scramble over Egypt in search of more’.22

In 1818, Young summed up his knowledge of hieroglyphic and demotic scripts in a further article for the Encyclopaedia Britannica, published the following year in a supplement to the fourth edition. It was entitled, simply, ‘Egypt’. In it, he correctly established the phonetic values of some demotic signs, and a number of correspondences between the demotic and hieroglyphic scripts. Once again, the article was anonymous; Young did not publish it under his own name until 1823, a year after Champollion’s Lettre à M. Dacier. However, Young’s authorship of ‘Egypt’ was well known and recognized at the time of publication by those in his intellectual circle (which of course excluded Champollion). Henry Salt used the article to read the cartouches of Ptolemy on the temple of Dakka in Nubia, and mentioned the fact in a letter written to William Hamilton from Cairo on 1 May 1819.23 In 1820, Belzoni wrote of Young’s ‘discovery of the alphabet of the Egyptians’24 and included the article ‘Egypt’ as an appendix to his own work: ‘An Explanation of some of the principal Hieroglyphics, extracted from the Article Egypt in the supplement of the Encylopædia Britannica; with additional Notes’. However, the anonymity of the published article would subsequently allow Champollion to claim all the credit for decipherment, just as Silvestre de Sacy had predicted.

Champollion was seventeen years Young’s junior. Born in the town of Figeac, in the Lot, to a bookseller and his wife, Champollion grew up surrounded by writings and displayed a precocious genius for languages. Until the age of eleven, Jean-François was educated at home by his elder brother, Jacques-Joseph, himself a gifted scholar and linguist.25 In 1798, Jacques-Joseph asked to participate in the Napleonic expedition to Egypt, reflecting his established interest in the subject, but his request was turned down. Despite this disappointment, he continued to take an interest in the emerging discipline of Egyptology, and evidently transmitted his enthusiasm to his younger brother. When Jean-François turned eleven, he enrolled in the lycée in the city of Grenoble, 500 km from the family home, and renowned as a centre of learning. According to legend, it was during a visit to Grenoble in April 1802 by Fourier, eminent mathematician and participant in the Napoleonic expedition, that the young Champollion was invited to see the great scholar’s private collection of antiquities, sparking a lifelong fascination for ancient Egypt. Sadly, the known historical facts do not support the story; but it is likely that both Champollion brothers attended the soirées held by Fourier at his official residence in Grenoble between 1804 and 1806. (Fourier had been appointed prefect of the département of Isère by Napoleon on their return from Egypt in 1801.) Certainly, Jean-François first saw a copy of the Rosetta Stone in 1804, and started to learn Coptic the following year. In 1806, he presented a paper to the Grenoble Academy in which he (correctly) argued that Coptic was a direct descendant of ancient Egyptian; it was this insight, and his later fluency in Coptic, that would prove decisive in the decipherment of hieroglyphics. That same summer, the mayor of Grenoble is reported to have asked Champollion if he intended to study the fashionable natural sciences. ‘No, Monsieur,’ Jean-François is said to have replied. ‘I wish to devote my life to knowledge of ancient Egypt.’26 

For a young man with such an ambition, there was only one place to go: Paris, the centre and beacon of French scholarship. So, in 1807, he enrolled at the Ecole Spéciale des Langues Orientales Vivantes where his teachers included Silvestre de Sacy. During two years in Paris, Champollion not only vigorously pursued his studies, but also wrote a major part of his first book, Introduction à l’Egypte sous les Pharaons (1811) and completed a second, L’Egypte sous les Pharaons, ou Recherches sur la géographie, la religion, la langue, les écritures et l’histoire de l’Egypte avant l’invasion de Cambyse. Description géographique (1814). On completing his studies in Paris, Champollion returned home to take up a teaching post in history and politics at Grenoble, being promoted to a chair at the town’s Collège Royal in 1818. This brought a measure of professional and financial security, and finally allowed Champollion to devote more of his time to the serious study of ancient Egypt. At exactly the same time, across the Channel in England, Thomas Young was writing his seminal article on ‘Egypt’. Almost entirely unaware of each other’s work, the two greatest minds of the age were engaged in a race to crack the code of hieroglyphic writing.

In a curious twist of fate, the spur to Champollion’s decisive breakthrough was an incident which nearly ended his career entirely. Having grown up in revolutionary France, imbibed the radical promise of liberty, equality and brotherhood, and followed Napoleon’s meteoric rise, it was perhaps no surprise that Champollion should have shared the anti-monarchist sentiment of the age. It must have come as a bitter disappointment, indeed a betrayal, therefore, when, following Napoleon’s defeat and exile in 1815, France restored the Bourbons to the throne. For a man as fixed in his views and as certain of his own rightness as Champollion, such a reversal was never going to be taken lying down. In March 1821, Bonapartists in Grenoble staged a rebellion, raising the revolutionary tricolour in place of the white flag of the Bourbon monarchy. Champollion was accused of being the ringleader; the new arch-royalist prefect of Isère, Baron de Haussez, attempted to indict Champollion on a charge of high treason. Had this succeeded, and Champollion been found guilty, he could have faced the death penalty. Fortunately for Champollion, his academic brilliance had not gone unnoticed in Paris, and supporters in the French capital intervened to have him tried in a civil rather than criminal court. He was acquitted of all charges, but would remain forever tainted, in the eyes of political opponents and jealous rivals, as a dangerous revolutionary. De Haussez may have failed to have Champollion tried for treason, but he saw to it that he lost his positions and income at the Collège Royal in Grenoble. Without a job, without a salary, and persona non grata in his home region, Champollion returned to Paris to stay with his ever-dependable elder brother. So it was that, on 20 July 1821, Champollion arrived at 28 rue Mazarine. With nothing else to occupy his time, and with the benefit of his brother’s extensive library, he devoted himself wholeheartedly to the challenge that, within fourteen months, would result in his seminal achievement.

Three months before his arrival in Paris, Champollion had published his first significant work on ancient Egyptian writing, De l’écriture hiératique des anciens Egyptiens; focussing on the cursive form of hieroglyphics (known as ‘hieratic’), the study was apparently produced in total ignorance of Young’s Encyclopaedia Britannica article. Consequently, Champollion maintained that both hieratic and demotic were entirely symbolic, an error he soon realized and regretted. (So much so, that he tried to suppress his own text and to withdraw all copies from circulation.) Over the course of the next year, Champollion read Young’s article, and changed his mind: against all accepted wisdom, he now concluded that there was indeed a phonetic element to ancient Egyptian scripts.

In the meantime, Young had not been idle. On a grand tour of Italy in the summer of 1821, he studied obelisks in Rome, and discovered a second bilingual inscription in the Drovetti collection of antiquities, temporarily stored in a warehouse in Livorno. Copies of the inscription on the obelisk removed from Philae by William Bankes now began to circulate, but Young’s copy contained an error which threw him off the scent. By contrast, Champollion’s copy, which he received in January 1822, was accurate, and enabled him to make further progress. The cartouche of Cleopatra, alongside that of Ptolemy, was to prove decisive in assigning phonetic values to individual hieroglyphic signs. By applying these equivalences to other cartouches on surviving Ptolemaic and Roman monuments, Champollion was able to read the names of further rulers from Egypt’s classical past: Alexander and Berenice, Trajan and Caesar. Certain that he was making rapid progress, Champollion drew up a table showing the demotic and hieroglyphic equivalents to the letters of the Greek alphabet. (He would publish this ‘Tableau des signes phonétiques’ later the same year, as part of his Lettre à M. Dacier, with a cheeky cartouche of his own name in demotic at the foot of the page.)

Others, too, were trying their hand at decipherment. Salt wrote from Cairo on 26 April 1822: ‘At Philae, where I did not hope to do much, after the long stay of Mr Bankes there, I found and excavated the front of a small temple with an inscription upon it in Greek, which proves that it was dedicated by Ptolomeus Epiphanus to Esculapius. I have made some progress in the hieroglyphics, though not much.’27 Salt could at least take pride in the growing fame of his greatest achievement, the acquisition by the British Museum of the Young Memnon. The year 1822 saw the first scientific publication about the statue,28 which acknowledged it, not merely as a trophy of antiquarian treasure-hunting, but as an art-historical object in its own right. France, by contrast, marked the year 1822 with the issue of a bronze portrait medal of Denon, now retired from his position at the Louvre. A decade earlier, French scholarship had achieved international renown by describing ancient Egypt. Now, surely, it could do the same with decipherment.

The final breakthrough came on the morning of 14 September 1822 when Champollion received a new hieroglyphic inscription: it showed cartouches from the temple of Abu Simbel, and had been copied by a French architect Jean-Nicolas Hugot who had recently travelled to Egypt with Bankes. Champollion applied his familiarity with the Rosetta Stone, with the value of certain hieroglyphic signs, with the Coptic language, and with pharaonic history – all the elements of knowledge that he had laboured so long and so assiduously to aquire – to read the royal name contained in the cartouches as that of Ramesses. Encouraged by this success to accept that hieroglyphics might, after all, be a hybrid system, comprising both symbolic and phonetic signs – at least in the writing of names – Champollion applied the same approach to the second half of the long cartouche of Ptolemy on the Rosetta Stone, and was able to decipher the royal epithets ‘beloved of Ptah, who lives forever’. By the end of the morning, he needed no further proof that his system was the right one; papers in hand, he sprinted down the rue Mazarine to his brother’s office in the Académie des Inscriptions to announce his discovery.
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By an extrordinary coincidence, Thomas Young happened to be in Paris two weeks later, and attended the meeting of the académie on 27 September at which Champollion presented his Lettre à M. Dacier. Moreover, Young was invited to sit next to Champollion while he read out his discoveries. Another member of the académie, the physicist François Arago, introduced Young and Champollion to each other at the end of the session. It was their first meeting. In a letter written two days later, Young acknowledged the Frenchman’s extraordinary achievement: ‘Mr Champollion, junior . . . 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, and it is often observed that c’est le premier pas qui coûte; but if he did borrow an English key, the lock was so dreadfully rusty, that no common arm would have had strength enough to turn it.’29

But this outward magnanimity concealed a deeper hurt that Champollion had failed to acknowledge Young’s contribution to decipherment. (As Young would put it shortly afterwards, with characteristic understatement: ‘I did certainly expect to find the chronology of my own researches a little more distinctly stated.’30) Quietly determined to set the record straight, he eschewed his customary anonymity, and within a few months, published his own work, under his own name. It was entitled, rather pointedly, An Account of Some Recent Discoveries in Hieroglyphical Literature and Egyptian Antiquities, Including the Author’s Original Alphabet, As Extended by Mr Champollion. Young dedicated it to his friend, the Prussian scholar Alexander von Humboldt (1769–1859), who had also attended Champollion’s presentation at the académie that late September day.

Young’s Account is surprisingly personal in tone, and allows us a rare insight into the workings of his mind and conscience. In the preface, he admitted to a desire for public acknowledgement of his efforts: ‘I cannot resist the natural inclination, to make a public claim to whatever credit may be my due, for the labour that I have bestowed, on an attempt to unveil the mystery, in which Egyptian literature has been involved for nearly twenty centuries.’31 But in case the reading public should think him a narrow-minded, peevish scholar, he affected a more modest air a few pages later: ‘I think myself fully justified in endeavouring . . . to obtain, while I have yet a few years more to live and to learn, whatever respect may be thought due to the discoveries, which have constituted the amusement of a few of my leisure hours.’ 32 (This was disingenuous. In fact, Young was a workaholic, having admitted to a friend: ‘I have learned more or less perfectly a tolerable variety of things in this world: but there are two things that I have never yet learned, and I suppose I never shall – to get up and to go to bed.’33) Even in describing the heights of his scholarly achievements, Young nonetheless wished to present himself as a dilettante gentleman scholar. It was a view of British Egyptology that was to be perpetuated, for good and ill, throughout the nineteenth century.

Young was especially put out that Champollion, not content with claiming unique insight into hieroglyphics, had also meddled in the middle section of the Rosetta Stone, which Young had rather thought his specialist subject. Worse, Champollion had decided to cast aside Young’s nomenclature for the cursive script and replace it with his own. As Young reminded readers: ‘I have called these characters enchoric, or rather enchorial: Mr. Champollion has chosen to distinguish them by the term demotic . . . in my opinion, the priority of my publication ought to have induced him to adopt my term, and to suppress his own.’34 A natural self-publicist, Champollion won the argument. Today, if Young is remembered at all in the annals of philology, it is as the decipherer of demotic, not of enchorial.

Warming to his theme in the Account, Young made a few last, brave attempts at magnanimity: 

I fully and sincerely acquit Mr Champollion of any intentions actually dishonourable: and if I have hinted, that I have received an impression of something like a want of liberality in his conduct, I have only thrown out this intimation, as an apology for being obliged to plead my own cause . . . 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.35

But, eventually, as he wrote more about his own discoveries, his natural reserve deserted him and he launched into fifteen pages of barbed comment. One piece of advice, directed at Champollion, summed up Young’s feelings:

in fact, the further that he advances by the exertion of his own talents and ingenuity, the more easily he will be able to admit, without any exorbitant sacrifice of his fame, the claim that I have advanced to a priority with respect to the first elements of all his researches . . . and I cannot help thinking that he will ultimately feel it most for his own substantial honour and reputation, to be more anxious to admit the just claims of others than they can be to advance them.36

The Frenchman was not about to take such sentiments lying down. In an angry letter to Young, dated 23 March 1823, Champollion retorted: ‘I shall never consent to recognize 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.’37

Young’s friends were outraged by this slight, but failed to make headway against Champollion’s version of events. Whilst the Frenchman was adept at self-promotion, his English rival Young ‘could not bear, in the most common conversation, the slightest degree of exaggeration, or even of colouring’.38 Even Young’s friend, François Arago, supported Champollion’s claims; nationalism, it seems, took precedence over friendship. Thereafter, Young largely lost interest in hieroglyphics, turning his prodigious mind to other matters.

Not so Champollion. In January 1823, a chance encounter in a Paris sale room introduced him to the Duke of Blacas d’Aulps, an influential courtier of Louis XVIII’s. The duke was to become Champollion’s benefactor, supporting his studies and protecting him from his jealous rivals and political opponents. The acquaintance soon bore fruit. In February, the duke presented Champollion with a gold box from the king, encrusted with the royal cipher in diamonds, and bearing the inscription ‘King Louis XVIII to Mr Champollion on the occasion of his discovery of the alphabet of hieroglyphs’.39 Even for a Bonapartist like Champollion, this royal recognition of his breakthrough must have felt like a vindication. Buoyed up and encouraged by such praise, he continued to work on decipherment. It led him to a second, vital realization. In his Lettre à M. Dacier, Champollion had asserted that hieroglyphics were only used phonetically in the writing of proper names. Over the following seven months, he completely changed his mind. In April 1823, Champollion announced to the Académie des Inscriptions that hieroglyphic writing was, after all, a fully hybrid system, and had been so throughout Egyptian history. He showed that his new system could be applied successfully to read pharaonic names, such as that of Ramesses, and could equally be applied to texts as well, using Coptic as a guide to the meaning of ancient Egyptian words. (For example, the Coptic word pnoute gave the meaning of the Egyptian pa-netjer, ‘god’.)

This, rather than Champollion’s initial breakthrough, marked the real moment at which ancient Egyptian once again became a readable language. The full extent of his system was revealed in his magnum opus, published in early 1824 and dedicated (thanks to the Duke of Blacas’s efforts) to Louis XVIII, who received Champollion in a private audience. In the Précis du système hiéroglyphique des anciens Egyptiens, Champollion summed up the character of ancient Egyptian: ‘Hieroglyphic writing is a complex system, a script at once figurative, symbolic, and phonetic, in the same text, in the same sentence, and, I might almost say, in the same word.’40 

His place in history now secure beyond challenge, Champollion even felt able to acknowledge his great rival, albeit grudgingly: 

I recognize that he was the first to publish some correct ideas about the ancient writings of Egypt; that he was also the first to establish some correct distinctions concerning the general nature of these writings, by determining, through a substantial comparison of texts, the value of several groups of characters. I even recognize that he published before me his ideas on the possibility of the existence of several sound-signs, which would have been used to write foreign proper names in Egypt in hieroglyphs; finally that M. Young was also the first to try, but without complete success, to give a phonetic value to the hieroglyphs making up the two names Ptolemy and Berenice.41

In the end, despite their radically different characters and temperaments, Young and Champollion both made essential, if not quite equal, contributions to decipherment. Young developed the conceptual framework, recognizing the hybrid nature of the demotic script and its connection with hieroglyphics. Had he stuck at the task, and not been distracted by his numerous other scientific interests, he might well have cracked the problem. Instead, it took Champollion’s linguistic abilities and his single-minded focus to solve the riddle.

In 1825, with Champollion now basking in the glory of decipherment, Young moved to a new, grand house in Regent’s Park where ‘he led the life of a philosopher, surrounded by every domestic comfort, and enjoying the pleasures of an extensive and cultivated society, who knew how to appreciate him’.42 He might easily have left his Egyptological studies entirely behind, had it not been for a letter he received in June 1827 from a Coptic scholar in Turin, Amadeo Peyron. Peyron wrote: 

You write that from time to time you will publish new material which will increase our knowledge of Egyptian matters. I am very glad to hear this and I urge you to keep your word . . . there is universal regret that your versatility is so widely engaged in the sciences . . . that you are unable to press on with your discoveries and bring them to that pitch of perfection . . . for you are constantly being drawn from one science to another.43

Young had been beaten to the decipherment of hieroglyphics; he wasn’t about to let the same thing happen again with his beloved demotic. So, from that moment on until the day of his death, he worked assiduously on the problem. He even sought out Champollion’s assistance, perhaps confident that the Frenchman was now too busy with other responsibilities (he had been appointed a curator at the Louvre) to pose a serious challenge in this particular scholarly endeavour. Indeed, Young seems to have forgiven Champollion for any earlier slights. In the summer of 1828, when Young travelled to Paris to accept the honour of election as a foreign associate of the Institut National, he told a friend that Champollion had ‘shown me far more attention that I ever showed or could show, to any living being: he devoted seven whole hours at once to looking over with me his papers and the magnificent collection which is committed to his care’.44 Champollion was far less magnanimous. The following spring, he wrote to his brother: ‘The Brit can do whatever he wants – it will remain ours: and all of old England will learn from young France how to spell hieroglyphs using an entirely different method.’45

Six weeks later, on 10 May 1829, Thomas Young died, just short of his fifty-sixth birthday. On his deathbed, pencil in hand (he was too weak to wield a pen), he was still working on the proofs of his landmark publication, his answer to Champollion’s Précis, the modestly titled Rudiments of an Egyptian Dictionary in the Ancient Enchorial Character; Containing All the Words of Which the Sense Has Been Ascertained. It was published posthumously and remains a milestone in the history of Egyptian philology. But, like Young’s achievements, his passing scarcely attracted any attention from his contemporaries. A brief news item in the Lancet noted the death of Thomas Young the respected physician; an address by the president of the Royal Society marked the demise of a devoted servant of science. There was little else. Eventually, five years after his death, Young was honoured with a memorial plaque of white marble in St Andrew’s chapel, Westminster Abbey, paid for by his friend Hudson Gurney. Beneath a profile portrait medallion by the noted sculptor Sir Francis Chantrey, the epitaph (composed by Gurney) reads:

Sacred to the memory of Thomas Young M.D. Fellow and Foreign Secretary of the Royal Society Member of the National Institute of France. A man alike eminent in almost every department of human learning. Who, equally distinguished in the most abstruse investigations of letters and science, first established the undulatory theory of light and first penetrated the obscurity which had veiled for ages the hieroglyphicks of Egypt. Endeared to his friends by his domestic virtues, honoured by the World for his unrivalled acquirements, he died in the hopes of the Resurrection of the just. Born at Milverton in Somersetshire June 13th 1773, died in Park Square London May 10th 1829, in the 56th year of his age.46

A more poignant acknowledgement had to wait nearly a century and a half, for the 1972 exhibition in Paris marking the 150th anniversary of decipherment. In a unique act of scholarly cooperation, the British Museum lent France the Rosetta Stone. In a reciprocal gesture, Paris displayed the stone next to pictures of Champollion and Young – both of equal size.47
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A single column from Karnak is more of a monument on its own than all four facades of the courtyard of the Louvre.1

JEAN-FRANÇOIS CHAMPOLLION, 1829

In the summer of 1824, Jean-François Champollion was riding high. His breakthrough Lettre à M. Dacier, followed two years later by his landmark Précis du système hiéroglyphique, had firmly (if not fairly) established his reputation as the undisputed decipherer of ancient Egyptian. By means of his scholarly exertions, he had also done a great service to his country and, most gratifyingly of all, bested the British. As his nephew was to put it in a later biography, Champollion’s discovery belonged ‘not only to him, ultimately to France’.2 In return for such a patriotic achievement, Champollion’s aristocratic patron, the Duke of Blacas, saw to it that appropriate rewards were forthcoming. He successfully petitioned the king to finance a study tour of Italy, to enable Champollion to examine, at first hand, the antiquities brought back from Egypt since the days of the Roman emperors.

Setting off from Paris that same summer, Champollion travelled first to Turin, capital of the Kingdom of Sardinia and seat of the House of Savoy. Thanks to his connections in Paris, the Frenchman came armed with letters of introduction from the Duke and Duchess of Orléans to the King and Queen of Sardinia. Turin’s Museo Egizio (Egyptian Museum) was a magnet for scholars, as it housed one of the longest-established collections of Egyptian antiquities anywhere in Europe. Seven decades earlier, in 1753, King Carlo Emanuele III (r.1730–73) had sent a botanist, Vitaliano Donati, on an expedition to Egypt to bring back objects for the royal collection. Donati had returned with 300 antiquities, largely from Karnak and Coptos, and these still formed the nucleus of the Museum’s holdings. Then, only a few months before Champollion’s arrival, the current King of Sardinia, Carlo Felice (r.1821–31), had greatly augmented the collection by purchasing part of the vast hoard of antiquities amassed by the French consul Drovetti. The sale comprised over five thousand objects, including a hundred statues, stelae, mummies and 170 papyri. When Champollion arrived in Turin, many of the treasures were still in their boxes, waiting to be unpacked.

As well as studying the objects, he was also keen to test his skills at decipherment on a whole host of new inscriptions. One papyrus, in particular, promised exciting new revelations for someone who could read the hieratic script in which it was written: the so-called Royal Canon of Turin dated from ancient Egypt’s New Kingdom and contained not one, but two extensive texts. One side of the papyrus listed tax returns from various districts along the Nile Valley; but – of far greater interest to scholars like Champollion – the other side was inscribed with eleven columns listing all the rulers of Egypt from the time of the gods down to the threshold of the New Kingdom. When the papyrus had been acquired by Drovetti, it was virtually complete. Champollion
























































‘A World Beneath the Sands is more than a saga of foreigners in the desert – it also follows Egypt on its rocky  path  to  the  20th  century.’

The Economist

‘The story that strings these wonderful characters together is the steady professionalisation of Egyptology – the shift, as Wilkinson puts it, from “scoundrels to scholars”.’

James McConnachie, Sunday Times

‘A superbly readable, magnificently entertaining, profoundly thoughtful and scholarly history of the bizarre and determined  characters who burrowed into Egypt in comparatively recent history – and who all too often made away with their finds. You will want to read chunks of it aloud to anyone who happens to be around.’

Sue Gaisford, Tablet ‘Books of the Year’

‘The definitive account of the golden age of Egyptology.’

Waterstones Best Books of 2020: History

‘The debate over the decolonization of Egyptology and the repatriation of artefacts has only just started. Wilkinson’s elegantly written book provides a sound background and a useful biography that will allow readers to understand and participate in that debate.’

Joyce Tyldesley, BBC History Magazine

‘Few can bring us ancient Egypt with such dynamism as Toby Wilkinson. In A World Beneath the Sands, he has excelled himself in bringing to life the intriguing and swashbuckling story of Egypt’s discovery. He shows us how much what we seek from the past has always told us about ourselves.’

Professor Michael Scott, author of

Ancient Worlds: An Epic History of East and West
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