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Here we are then, in Egypt, the land of the Pharaohs, the land of the Ptolemies, the kingdom of Cleopatra… with our heads shaven as clean as your knee, smoking long pipes and drinking our coffee lying on divans. What can I say? How can I write to you about it? I have scarcely recovered from my initial astonishment.

—Gustave Flaubert, 1850








Timeline


	
3100 BC – Earliest hieroglyphs

	
2686 BC–2181 BC – Old Kingdom

	
2600 BC – Great Sphinx; Great Pyramid





	
2040 BC–1782 BC – Middle Kingdom (golden age of Egyptian literature)

	
1570 BC–1070 BC – New Kingdom (wealthiest era in Egyptian history)

	
1334 BC–1325 BC – King Tut reigns

	
1279 BC–1213 BC – Ramesses II reigns (Egypt’s mightiest pharaoh)





	
332 BC – Alexander the Great conquers Egypt

	
196 BC – Rosetta Stone inscribed

	
30 BC – Rome conquers Egypt; Cleopatra commits suicide




	
394 AD – Last hieroglyphs inscribed

	
642 – Arabs conquer Egypt

	
1773 – Thomas Young born

	
1790 – Jean-François Champollion born

	
1798 – Napoleon invades Egypt

	
1799 – Rosetta Stone discovered



(All the ancient dates are historians’ and archaeologists’ best guesses)






Prologue

Imagine an archaeologist, thousands of years from now, whose trowel clangs against something solid and hard, hidden in the dirt. In this distant age, no one knows for sure whether there once was a United States or if the name only referred to a legendary place, like Atlantis. No one speaks English. A few scraps of writing in English have survived. No one can read them.

The stone beneath the trowel looks smooth along part of its length, but a glance reveals that it is only a broken fragment of what might once have been a large block. Still, the smoothness is enough to set the pulse racing; nature seldom works so tidily. A closer look holds still more promise. Those lines and curves gouged into the stone—could they be some sort of inscription?

Over weeks and months, teams of researchers painstakingly trace the carved and eroded marks. They will ponder them endlessly, trying to guess a meaning in the mysterious symbols. Some are too damaged or worn to make out, and others are missing altogether.


OUR SC E AN SEV



Some scholars believe the message should be read the other way around:


VES NA E CS RUO



How would the sleuths proceed? Not knowing English, not knowing American history, would they ever manage to see that once a stone temple had proclaimed a message that began, “Four score and seven years ago”?






CHAPTER ONE The Stakes


In 1799, the year of the Rosetta Stone’s discovery, Egypt was a sweltering, impoverished backwater. No matter. It was ancient Egypt that beguiled the West, and it had never lost its allure.

Herodotus, the “father of history,” was the first outsider to describe Egypt’s marvels. Writing in 440 BC, he entranced his readers with tales of a land whose every aspect was unfamiliar. Egypt boasted a “climate unlike any other” and a river “which shows a nature different from all other rivers.” Most important, the Egyptians themselves were a people whose “manners and customs were opposite to other men in almost all matters.”

Egypt was different from other countries because it was a slender strip of green surrounded by thousands of miles of desert on both sides. The Nile was different from other rivers because it flowed from south to north, which seemed contrary to nature, and, more important, because it flooded every year, even though Egypt almost never saw rain. When the floods receded, they left behind rich, black soil, perfect for farming.

The ancient world revolved around agriculture, but in all the world except Egypt, farming was a fickle business. In other lands the rains might come and bring prosperity for a season; they might fail, and then crops would wither and families starve.

Egypt, blessed by the gods, had few such worries. Despite skies that were perpetually clear, the flood had nearly always come, and it would always come, this year and next year and forever. Here was that rarest of gifts, a miracle with an eternal guarantee. With enemies walled off by deserts to the east and west, by the sea to the north and by wild rapids to the south, Egypt sat safe and prosperous, the envy of the world.

Above all, Egypt was rich beyond reckoning. “Gold is in Egypt like the sands of the desert,” a king of neighboring Assyria remarked enviously, in the era of King Tut. It was almost true. Tut was a nobody, the Millard Fillmore of pharaohs, and yet the riches buried with him dazzle museumgoers to this day. He was buried in a coffin inside a coffin inside a coffin, and the innermost of the three was solid gold and weighed 220 pounds. Inside lay Tut’s linen-wrapped mummy, his head and shoulders covered by an elegant, gleaming gold mask that rested unseen for three thousand years.



Egypt was the best-known and the longest-lived of all ancient cultures. The time span is almost inconceivable. The pharaohs reigned from roughly 3100 BC until 30 BC, the year of Cleopatra’s suicide. America’s history extends less than three centuries. Egypt’s run was thirty centuries.

To try to put markers on an Egyptian timeline is to risk vertigo. The Great Pyramid and the Sphinx, Egypt’s best-known monuments, are older than Stonehenge. Both date from around 2600 BC (in comparison with perhaps 2400 BC for Stonehenge). By the time they were built, Egypt was already five centuries old.I

From the time of the pyramids to the reign of Cleopatra was longer than from Cleopatra to the Wright brothers. And throughout nearly all that vast expanse of time, Egypt perched atop the world.

Through the next two thousand years, from the time of Cleopatra and Caesar to our own day, Egypt’s mystique would never fade. In that marvelous land, a Turkish traveler wrote in 1671, he had seen “wondrous and strange things by the hundreds of thousands…. Before each of them, we have been entirely beside ourselves with astonishment.”

No one today spares a thought for once-mighty kingdoms like Assyria and Babylon, but Egypt still sizzles with star power. So it has always been, and never more so than in the last years of the 1700s, when Napoleon led an army to Egypt.

Behind the diplomatic rationales for invading Egypt was a simpler motive—Napoleon’s heroes, Alexander the Great and Julius Caesar, had conquered Egypt, and therefore he would do the same. He brought with him a cadre of scientists and artists whose mission was to study Egypt and to bring it the blessings of French civilization. Their breathless accounts of the wonders they had seen would spur a frenzy that was dubbed Egyptomania.

For Europeans, Egypt conjured up a hodgepodge of beauty (Cleopatra!) and grandeur (the pyramids!) and mystery (the Sphinx!). All this was seasoned with a soupçon of shivery horror (mummies!) that amped up the excitement. (On his return to France, Napoleon presented his wife, Empress Josephine, with the gift of a mummy’s head.)

Early on, only the most daring Europeans had ventured to this far-off land. They marveled at sights that were, by local standards, as routine as the rising and setting of the sun. “I saw the Nile, upon my first coming, full, but not overflowing,” wrote an English traveler named William Bankes, in 1815. “I saw it a month afterwards spread as a sea over the whole face of Egypt, with villages as if swimming upon its surface, and men and cattle wading from place to place.”

To Western eyes, everything was astonishing—the thin green thread of the Nile against a vast tan canvas, of course, but also palm trees, mirages, locusts, the endless expanse of desert sand. “To a European,” wrote Bankes, “it is not another climate, it is another nature, that is before him.”



That awe extended to hieroglyphs, Egypt’s ancient and imposing system of writing.II Across the vast span of years before the Rosetta Stone yielded its secrets, the mystery of the hieroglyphs thrust itself in the face of every visitor to Egypt. Enticingly, maddeningly, Egypt’s monuments and tombs were covered with elaborate picture-writing—an “infinity of hieroglyphs,” in the words of one early explorer—that no one knew how to decipher.

Temple walls carried long messages, and so did every column and beam in those temples (and every surface, including ceilings and even the undersides of beams), and so did obelisks, and papyrus sheets beyond number, and the caskets that enclosed mummies, and even the mummies’ bandages. “There is hardly the space of an awl or needle-hole,” a traveler from Baghdad wrote in the year 1183, “which did not have an image, or engraving or some script which is not understood.”
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Hieroglyphs from the Temple of Isis, Philae



Herodotus had stared uncomprehendingly at those inscriptions. Scholars who came after him—for a full two millennia—pored over inscriptions carved into obelisks that conquerors had brought home or that travelers had carefully copied. They came up empty, baffled by the mysterious zigzags and birds and snakes and semicircles.

Faced with symbols they could not decipher, they might have denigrated the mysterious markings as mere decoration. They did just the opposite.

Europe’s deepest thinkers proclaimed hieroglyphs a mystical form of writing, superior to all others. Hieroglyphs did not stand for letters or sounds, like the symbols in ordinary scripts, these scholars declared, but for ideas.

It was not simply that hieroglyphic symbols conveyed meaning without words, like the No smoking signs that show a cigarette with a red slash across it. The real point was that hieroglyphs conveyed not mundane messages but profound and universal truths.

Linguists and historians insisted that these strange symbols had nothing to do with the alphabets familiar in other cultures. Those workaday alphabets, like the ones used in Greece or Rome, might suffice for love letters or tax receipts, but hieroglyphs had a loftier purpose. In effect, scholars dismissed the possibility that hieroglyphs could be used for ordinary messages or lists—milk, butter, something the kids will eat—in the firm belief that every hieroglyphic text was a meditation on the nature of space and time.

The beauty of hieroglyphs might explain some of this misplaced reverence. The animal symbols especially look more like small works of art than like writing; the best examples look as if they came from a naturalist’s field notes.


[image: Three rows of hieroglyphs on a stone]


When linguists first studied other, less imposing scripts, they tended to go wrong in exactly the opposite way—Surely these scrawls and scratches don’t depict letters or words. The scholar who coined the name cuneiform for one of the longest-lived and most important of all early scripts, for instance, never believed that it was writing at all. Thomas Hyde was an authority on ancient languages—he was an Oxford professor of Hebrew and Arabic—and in 1700 he published a thick book on ancient Persia. He waved aside the ornate wedge-shaped markings found on countless clay tablets throughout Persia. This was not writing, Hyde explained, despite what some scholars insisted, but merely an elaborate array of decorative wedges and arrows.

It turned out that cuneiform, in different forms, was used to write a variety of Middle Eastern languages for three thousand years. Hyde’s only lasting contribution to scholarship, in the judgment of one modern expert, was providing “an outstanding example of how wrong a professor, and in his case a double professor, can be.” (Cuneiform was the earliest script of all, by most scholars’ reckoning. It first appeared around 3100 BC. That was slightly before the earliest Egyptian hieroglyphs, which date from around 3000 BC. The earliest Chinese writing dates from around 1200 BC.)

Another hugely important archaeological find met the same sneering dismissal at first, for nearly the same reason. The script called Linear B, a forerunner of Greek, was discovered on the island of Crete, in the 1880s, carved into huge stone blocks. Crete was a land rich in myth and history. It was Crete where the king imprisoned Icarus and Daedalus in a tower, and where father and son escaped by launching themselves into the sky on feathered wings.

Linear B, which dates from around 1450 BC, would prove to be the earliest writing ever set down in Europe. It would have been forgivable if archaeologists, dazzled by possibility, read more meaning into those symbols than truly belonged there. They didn’t. When experts first examined the Linear B inscriptions they declared them to be “masons’ marks.”

But almost no one treated hieroglyphs with disdain. Carved into temple walls and obelisks, they were hailed as conveying peeks deep into the heart of nature. The modern counterpart would be truths like e = mc2 that are written (and understood) in the identical way by physicists in Shanghai and Chicago. For nearly two thousand years, European scholars thought of ancient Egyptian priests as we think of scientists today—these sages had devised an arcane code that disclosed crucial insights to those in the know, and nothing at all to those uninitiated in its secrets.

In the words of the third-century philosopher Plotinus, “[Egyptian scribes] did not go through the whole business of letters, words, and sentences.” Egypt’s wise men had found a far better approach—conveying ideas by drawing signs. “Each separate sign is in itself a piece of knowledge, a piece of wisdom, a piece of reality, immediately present.”



But this was guesswork, since not a single person in the world knew the meaning of a single hieroglyph. Egypt was covered with countless messages, and every one of them was mute.

It was the rise of Christianity that ensured the fall of hieroglyphs. In the early 300s, the Roman emperor Constantine converted to Christianity. That act spurred one of the most important course changes in world history. Later in the century, Christianity became the official religion of Rome. By century’s end the puny new faith had grown powerful enough to outlaw its rivals.

In 391 AD the Roman emperor Theodosius the Great ordered that all Egypt’s temples be torn down, as affronts to Christianity. (The penalty for worshipping the old pagan gods, even in the privacy of your own home, was death.) The last person who wrote an inscription in hieroglyphs carved it into a wall in a temple at Philae, an island far up the Nile, in 394 AD.

Edicts like the one laid down by Theodosius were new. Warfare and persecution were as old as humankind, but the issue was seldom that one side believed in the wrong gods. In the days when polytheism was all but universal, conquerors who took over new territory tended to take over the local gods, too. If you already worshipped several dozen gods, it was no problem to make room for a few more.

Then came monotheism and the belief in one true God, and everything shifted. “The Greeks and Romans had respected the old gods [before Constantine’s conversion]…,” writes the Egyptologist Barbara Mertz, “but monotheism is by its very nature intolerant.” Hieroglyphs, as emblems of the bad old ways, came in for special condemnation. Forbidden, they were soon forgotten.

Forgotten in Egypt, at any rate. In Europe and the Arab world, the attempts at decipherment never ceased and never made headway. Think of how long that veil of ignorance stayed in place. Rome rose and fell, and still the “infinity of hieroglyphs” retained their secrets. (Rome was so obsessed with Egypt that conquerors brought home thirteen immense hieroglyph-adorned obelisks. To this day there are more Egyptian obelisks in Rome than in Egypt.) The Middle Ages arrived, and sky-piercing cathedrals rose across Europe—they were the first man-made structures in four thousand years to stand taller than the pyramids—and through all those years there was no progress in deciphering hieroglyphs. The Renaissance came, and with it the Age of Science and the birth of the modern world, and still… nothing.

The cliché has it that an unknown subject is a closed book, but Egypt was different. Egypt was an open book, with illustrations on every page, that no one knew how to read.

I. A timeline of the world’s most renowned structures would include the Parthenon, built around 450 BC; the Roman Colosseum, around 100 AD; Angkor Wat, around 1100; the Great Wall of China, around 1400; St. Peter’s, around 1600; and the Taj Mahal, around 1650.

II. The symbols are hieroglyphs, not hieroglyphics. Egyptologists cringe at the misuse, though it is all but universal. Hieroglyphic is an adjective, they insist, like artistic or majestic.






CHAPTER TWO The Find


No one ever set out to find the Rosetta Stone. No one knew there was such a thing, though travelers and scholars had long dreamed there might be. The stone had lain unnoticed for nearly two thousand years. It might well have stayed lost forever.

It turned up in a pile of rubble in a prosperous but out-of-the-way Egyptian town called Rashid, on a sweltering July day in 1799. France had invaded Egypt the year before. At the head of the French army was a young general, Napoleon Bonaparte, just rising to fame. Soon he would be known around the world, his name invoked with awe or whispered in horror. (In England, small children were warned that if they did not go quietly to sleep, “Boney” would snatch them from their beds and devour them.)

A team of French soldiers had been assigned to rebuild a broken-down fort in Rashid, in the Nile delta. (The French called the town Rosetta.) The fortress had once stood squat but imposing, a square eighty yards on a side with turrets, and a tower at its center. But it had been neglected for centuries, and by the time the French arrived it urgently needed repair. “I expect to be attacked at any time,” the local commander wrote Napoleon, and he set his men urgently to work, converting this wreck into a proper fort with barracks and sturdy walls.

Just who spotted the Rosetta Stone will never be known. The true discoverer was quite likely an Egyptian laborer, but if so no one recorded his name. The man credited with the discovery was Lieutenant Pierre-François Bouchard, the officer in charge of the rebuilding work. Someone drew Bouchard’s attention to a large, broken stone slab sitting in a heap of similar stones. Beneath the dust and dirt on the stone’s dark surface, you could just make out some strange marks. Could this be something?

Bouchard, who was a scientist as well as a soldier, saw at once that one side of the heavy stone was covered with inscriptions. Line after line of carved symbols ran the stone’s full width. That was surprising, but what set the heart pounding was this: the inscriptions were of three different sorts.

At the top of the stone were fourteen lines of hieroglyphs, drawings of circles and stars and lions and kneeling men. That section was incomplete. At some point in the past, the top of the stone and pieces on both the top right and left had been lost, and with them many lines of hieroglyphs had disappeared.


[image: Six lines of hieroglpyhs]
Several lines of Rosetta Stone hieroglyphs, in close-up



In the stone’s middle section was a longer section of simple curves and curlicues, thirty-two lines altogether. These looked like letters from some unknown script or perhaps symbols from a code, certainly not like the pictures in the hieroglyphic section. But if these slashes and dashes were a script, they were unrecognizable; if they were merely ornamental, they looked oddly systematic and purposeful.


[image: Several lines of writing that are not hieroglyphs]
A section of the mysterious middle inscription, in close-up. No one recognized the script or knew what language it represented.



The third set of marks, below the other two, posed no such riddles. This was Greek, fifty-three lines of it (with a bit broken off at the bottom right), and instantly recognizable. It was not quite easy to read, because it was written more like a legal document than an everyday note, but it was easy enough.


[image: several lines of greek text]
Lines from the Greek, which scholars could read, in close-up



The stone itself measured four feet by three feet and weighed three-quarters of a ton. Its jagged top showed that it was a fragment of a larger original. In Egypt, where trees are scarce, important buildings had always been made of stone. Since ancient times, that had made for a kind of slow-motion recycling, with stone blocks from one building reused in another. Or sometimes many others, over the course of dozens of centuries. (Even the pyramids were plundered and their stones reused, which is why they are no longer smooth sided.)

That seemed to have happened here. The Rosetta Stone had originally been placed in a prominent spot in a temple, on a date that corresponded to 196 BC. So the Greek text declared. Several centuries later, with the temple that had housed it demolished, the Rosetta Stone presumably lay unnoticed in a pile of rubble.

Perhaps it sat there, untouched through the generations. Perhaps it was recycled into another building, or a sequence of other buildings. No one knows. In 1470 AD—by that time it had been a thousand years since anyone in the world could read hieroglyphs—an Arab ruler began building a fort not far from where the temple had once stood.

The building supplies for the sultan’s new fort included a heap of stones brought from who knows where. The laborers who wrestled the stones into place may have ignored the Rosetta Stone’s inscriptions. Possibly they never noticed them. In any event, they set the stone in position alongside countless others, an anonymous block in an anonymous wall in an anonymous fort. This was akin to using a Gutenberg Bible as a doorstop.


[image: large stone with small inscriptions covering the entire surface]
The Rosetta Stone, with three types of writing. Hieroglyphs are at the top, an unfamiliar script lies in the middle, and Greek is at the bottom. Scholars could read the Greek but had no idea what to make of the other two inscriptions.





The first guesses were that it might take two weeks to decipher the Rosetta Stone. As it turned out, it took twenty years. The first linguists and scholars who saw the inscriptions set to work eagerly, buoyed by the belief that a short burst of effort would bring them their prize. They quickly grew puzzled, then frustrated, and, in short order, despairing, leaving as their only legacy a warning to others that this was a riddle impossible to solve.

Two rival geniuses, one French and one English, did the most to crack the code. Both had been child prodigies, both had an uncanny flair for languages, but they were opposites in every other regard. The Englishman, Thomas Young, was one of the most versatile geniuses who ever lived. The Frenchman, Jean-François Champollion, was a creature of singular focus who cared about Egypt and only about Egypt. Young was cool and elegantly polite. Champollion brimmed over with indignation and impatience. Young sneered at ancient Egypt’s “superstitions” and “depravity.” Champollion marveled at the glories of the mightiest empire the ancient world had ever known.

Intellectual battles seldom have stakes this high. With their two nations perpetually at war, the Frenchman and the Englishman were out not only to outdo each other but to win glory for their homeland. For Egypt was the mystery of mysteries, and the first person to learn how to read its secrets would solve a riddle that had mocked the world for more than a thousand years.

No one who saw the Greek text on the Rosetta Stone could miss the point. If the three inscriptions represented one message written in three different ways—and why else would they be carved into the same stone?—then in one swoop the hieroglyphs might reveal their secrets. A palace vault with a key protruding from the lock could not have beckoned more invitingly.






CHAPTER THREE The Challenge


By Napoleon’s day the pyramids and monuments and temples that dot Egypt had been famous for thousands of years, but scarcely anyone knew who had built them, or when, or why. They knew only that while much of the world had shivered in caves and groped in the dirt for slugs and snails, Egyptian pharaohs had reigned in splendor.

At the time the Rosetta Stone was discovered, the world had two great, globe-straddling superpowers, France and England. But at the time the Rosetta Stone was written, in 196 BC, France and England were home to marauding tribes whose activities extended mostly to raiding and raping. The picture had scarcely changed by 54 BC, when Caesar polished off Gaul and invaded Britain. There he found a brave but brutal foe, savages who painted themselves blue and dressed in animal skins. In that remote land, men shared their wives, Caesar sneered, “brothers along with brothers, and fathers with sons.”

By Caesar’s time—his affair with Cleopatra began in 48 BC—Egypt’s glory days lay far in the past. But even so, Caesar’s Rome fell far short of Egypt’s standard, and so did Athens and every other city of the time.

In Caesar and Cleopatra’s era, Egypt’s capital, Alexandria, was the largest and grandest city in the world. Lined with statues, adorned with parks, bustling with shoppers and sightseers, it was Paris to Rome’s Podunk. The city’s broadest avenue stretched ninety feet across, room enough for eight chariots side by side. The Library of Alexandria boasted tens of thousands of papyrus scrolls, by far the largest such treasure trove ever accumulated, and this in an age when every manuscript had to be copied by hand. At its peak the library had drawn the greatest scholars of antiquity, including giants such as Euclid and Archimedes, who were wooed with lifetime appointments and lavish salaries.

But it was pomp and pageantry, more than scholarship, that the name Egypt conveyed. When Cleopatra traveled up the Nile, she floated in a gilded barge with purple sails and silver oars. Incense wafted through the air while flutes piped softly and young boys at the queen’s side waved fans to stir a gentle breeze.

And Cleopatra came at the very end of Egypt’s imperial run, thirteen centuries after King Tut, twenty centuries after the golden age of Egyptian literature, twenty-six centuries after the Great Pyramid.

We know that timeline now, and we know countless details about what ancient Egyptians believed, and how they lived, and what they feared, and what they hoped for. A note of caution, though. Every generalization about “Egypt” really has to do with only an ever-so-thin slice of the population. The great majority of Egyptians were illiterate peasants who lived hard, brutal, anonymous lives. “They struggled through a life of penury, privation, and physical toil, and passed away leaving no trace in this world,” in the words of the historian Ricardo Caminos. “Their dead bodies were abandoned on the fringe of the desert or, at best, dropped into shallow holes in the sand, with not even the poorest gravestones to bear their names.”

But even bearing in mind that giant caveat about the invisibility of the poor, we know far more about Egypt than we do about any other ancient culture. We know it because the Egyptians themselves told us—they wrote it down—and we can read their inscriptions and letters and stories. We know all that because the Rosetta Stone showed the way.

Most people miss the point of the Rosetta Stone. They know that the story has to do with texts in different languages, and they picture something like a menu in a restaurant that caters to international tourists: roast chicken with French fries; poulet rôti avec frites; Brathähnchen mit Pommes frites. Armed with that menu, an English speaker could make a start at decoding French or German.

That was, in fact, the expectation of the first people to gaze at the Rosetta Stone. It proved badly mistaken. Instead, the decipherers found themselves lost inside a maze, seduced by tantalizing clues and then careening into dead ends and losing hope, but then spotting new markers and dashing off jubilantly once more.

One cause of their troubles—if they’d known they might have given up before they ever began—was that the three inscriptions turned out not to be word-for-word translations of one another. They do match up but in an imprecise, baggy way, like three peoples’ summaries of the same movie.

But that was only one obstacle out of many. By way of recognizing what the would-be decipherers were up against, think again of roast chicken and poulet rôti. Even if we did not speak a word of French—even if we did not know there was a language called French—we would still have some advantages over those early scholars.

We recognize the alphabet that our menu is written in, for starters, which means we can begin to sound out words. Confronted with the inscriptions on the Rosetta Stone, early linguists could only stare befuddled. How could the first Egyptologists tell if vultures and wrens, or vertical and diagonal slashes, stood for letters, or syllables, or words, or ideas? And, although we could not be sure whether to read our menu from left to right or right to left, we might guess that poulet rôti sounds marginally more plausible than itôr teluop.

For decipherers, nothing can be taken for granted. Scripts can run left to right, like English, or right to left, like Hebrew and Arabic, or top to bottom, like Chinese and Japanese. More elaborate variants have had their day, too. Some ancient Greek texts followed a back-and-forth path, like a farmer plowing a field. One line ran left to right and then the next proceeded right to left, and so on (and in each new line, the individual letters flipped direction, too). Aztec script, one historian notes, “meandered across the page like a game of Snakes and Ladders, the direction being signaled by lines or dots.”

Our menu would offer us still more to work with. Sounding out poulet, we might draw on vague memories. Isn’t a pullet a hen or a rooster or something chicken-y? We could continue. The little hat on the O in rôti might catch our eye, especially since rôti looks a bit like roast. Eventually we might find a stash of texts and inscriptions from the land of poulet (for, after all, our goal is to decode an entire language, not just read a menu). There we would see more of the hat-wearing O’s, and also hat-wearing E’s and I’s. We would find forêt and bête and côte and île, and, perhaps from context or from pictures accompanying the text, we might eventually think of forest or beast or coast or isle. At some point we might guess that the hat symbol has something to do with a missing letter S.

And so we could proceed, halting step by halting step. Now think of the plight of the would-be decipherers staring at the Rosetta Stone.

Its symbols corresponded to no known script, and there was no way to sound them out and listen for clues. Answers to the most basic questions seemed mockingly out of reach. The symbols marched along without a break, for instance, one crowded next to the other. How could anyone know where one word ended and the next began (if they were words at all)?

Worse still—far worse—was this: the last speakers of ancient Egyptian had died millennia ago. (Egyptians have spoken Arabic since the seventh century AD.) By way of a contemporary example, imagine trying to read Chinese if you did not speak the language. Now imagine trying to read Chinese if no one spoke the language.

Suppose you did somehow find a way to read the hieroglyphs. Here you’d be, sounding out words that no one had spoken since the age of the pharaohs. Then what? What would those sounds tell you?

Suppose the last English speaker had died twenty centuries ago. How would anyone ever learn that the sounds c-a-t pronounced in quick succession meant “furry animal with whiskers”?



What made the mystery so difficult is a big part of our story. But the flip side is just as important—this was a riddle that looked enticing, as if any amateur with brains and persistence might solve it. That makes for a sharp contrast with the most famous codes, like Enigma. A layman could look forever at messages that the Nazis had encrypted with the Enigma machine and never see anything but random letters, one line indistinguishable from the next. To anyone but a mathematician, Enigma is as forbidding as a cliff face.

A page of hieroglyphs, though, consists of birds and serpents and ovals and squares, and almost invites our guesses. Did an owl mean wisdom for the Egyptians, as it does for us? The Greek text on the Rosetta Stone talks about kings; where is the king in the hieroglyphs?

Hieroglyphs are pictures, and that fundamental observation points in two different directions at once. The first is discouraging—we’re confronted with a form of writing different from nearly every other. But the second is cheerier and more important—precisely because hieroglyphs are pictures, this is a form of writing that looks less abstract and more approachable than nearly any other.

So our task is not as daunting as understanding Enigma. This time we amateurs can jump in, searching for clues in the same puzzle pieces that beckoned and mocked Young and Champollion and all their predecessors.






CHAPTER FOUR Voices from the Dust


The riddles of language and decoding are living mysteries—there are texts in strange scripts that no one has deciphered to this day, including one from ancient ItalyI and another from Easter Island—and they speak to the deepest aspects of civilization and culture. Speaking and writing seem like two sides of one coin, but writing is fundamentally more difficult. All babies learn to speak, automatically, by soaking up the sounds all around them; no baby ever learns to read or write automatically, despite the printed words all around her.

Why that should be, no one quite knows. Perhaps it makes sense that reading should be difficult, but think for a moment how astonishing it is that learning to speak is not. Let a baby splash in a fountain of words, and she’ll sort things out on her own. The novelist Nicholson Baker has done better than any linguist at making clear how much is going on inside the mind of that tiny, burbling explorer. “And you start to see that all these sounds that you can make—ngo, merk, plort—that you begin to hear, can be classified in certain ways. You’re a newborn brain, you’ve only recently come out of solitary confinement in the uterus, and you’re already a cryptanalyst in Bletchley Park. You’re already parsing through, looking for similarities and differences, looking for patterns, looking for beginnings and endings and hints of meaning.”

What is true of each person is true of the human race: our ancestors began talking some fifty thousand years ago, but only in relatively recent times—only five thousand years ago—did some unknown genius figure out how to capture the multitudinous sounds of speech in a small array of scrawls and scratches. Or perhaps it was a sequence of geniuses, each contributing an insight or improvement.

The crucial point is that though speaking comes naturally, writing had to be invented. Speech is part of our biological heritage, like crawling and walking. Writing is a product of human ingenuity, like the telephone or the airplane. (The story of that colossal breakthrough is irretrievably lost. Ironically, no one ever wrote it down.)

So learning to read takes work. That thrusts each of us into the heart of the Rosetta Stone story, because every one of us has performed almost precisely the same kind of decoding that finally cracked the Egyptian case—every new reader struggling to bring life to the squiggles in The Cat in the Hat is a pint-sized counterpart of the brilliant sleuths who first wrestled with hieroglyphs. Reading is deciphering, and we are all linguistic detectives. Each of us has worked at Bletchley Park.

The payoff we derive from that deciphering work is enormous. The writer Alberto Manguel recalls the very moment of his breakthrough into reading. He was about four and he knew the names of the letters, when he happened to see a billboard from a car window. “What that word was on the long-past billboard I no longer know… but the impression of suddenly being able to comprehend what before I could only gaze at is as vivid today as it must have been then.”

It was, Manguel writes, “like acquiring an entirely new sense.”



The invention of writing is often classed as the greatest of all intellectual breakthroughs. “Without writing,” the anthropologist Loren Eiseley once observed, “the tale of the past rapidly degenerates into fumbling myth and fable. Man’s greatest epic, his four long battles with the advancing ice of the great continental glaciers, has vanished from human memory without a trace. Our illiterate fathers disappeared and with them, in a few scant generations, died one of the great stories of all time.”

Countless smaller stories vanish, too, if no one writes them down. “If humans had existed for just one day,” the linguist John McWhorter points out, “then writing would have been invented about 11 p.m.” If tribes fought wars before eleven p.m. on history’s clock, or lovers whispered in the shadows, no one will ever know.

The memories we can hold in our head extend perhaps two generations into the past, maybe three. My grandfather lived into his nineties. We saw him often, I believe, when I was little. But now, for me, with no one left to tell his story and no letters or journals to look at, all the events of those nine decades have melted away. All that I can recall is the scratchiness of an old man’s badly shaved cheeks (I didn’t like kissing him goodbye) and the way his bony wrists poked out from long, floppy sleeves.

Whole swaths of culture can vanish nearly as quickly. The poet and historian Amadou Hampâté Bâ devoted a great deal of time to collecting oral tales from his homeland, Mali. “In Africa,” he lamented, “when an old man dies, a library burns.”

And so the story of humankind’s age-old battle against oblivion is in good measure the story of writing. Which means that the saga of the Rosetta Stone is as far as could be from a narrow tale of arcane scholarship in musty libraries. On the contrary, our journey of exploration will bring us into unlikely valleys and across unfamiliar terrain. To keep our bearings, we will try not to travel too far from the Rosetta Stone itself, in the spirit of “keep the river on your right.” But we are after big game—stories of archaeological swashbucklers tumbling through ancient tombs; peeks at the first-ever attempts to set down words in writing; excursions into big subjects like the struggle against death and forgetting—and it would be a mistake to forgo those adventures in favor of sticking to hieroglyphs alone.

A mistake because if we keep our eyes only on the Rosetta Stone, we miss the larger story. For the Rosetta Stone is that unlikeliest of objects, a window made of solid stone, and the view through that window tells us not only about the nitty-gritty of sleuthing and deciphering but also about the nature of language and the byways of history and the evolution of human culture.



One key point is easy to lose sight of—the invention of writing was not only one of humanity’s greatest achievements but one of its most difficult as well. Think how long it took. For tens of thousands of years, our forebears drew cave paintings of stunning skill and sophistication; they fashioned stone knives so thin that you can see sunlight through the blades and so sharp that they outperform steel scalpels. No one signed those masterpieces. No one could have, because for thousands and thousands of generations no one had found a way to convert sounds into symbols.

From our vantage point downstream in time, it can be hard to recognize the hurdles that our intellectual forebears overcame. A solved mystery often looks as if it should never have been mysterious to start with. But provincialism in time is as misguided as provincialism in its ordinary sense. Until the answers are revealed, the “simplest” questions can seem baffling.

It was “a notable advance in the history of thought,” the philosopher Alfred North Whitehead once observed, when some forgotten genius hit on the insight that two fish and two days and two sticks all share the abstract property of “twoness.” For countless generations no one had seen it. That humble insight had tremendous consequences. Once you had grasped that the important thing was the concept 2, and not the two fish you happened to be looking at, you were well on the way to universal laws like 2 + 2 = 4. You had set out on the road to science.

All deciphering stories sit inside a thicket of these simple-afterward-but-mysterious-before questions. This is especially true in the case of the Rosetta Stone, because the hieroglyphs’ eye-catching appearance led everyone astray. But every deciphering story requires a deep dive into the mysteries of language, and languages are frustratingly diverse and endlessly intricate. Languages do have various features in common, since they all describe our one shared world, with its mothers and brothers and sun and moon and rushing rivers and crawling babies. But they look and sound astonishingly different.

To step off a plane in Beijing or into a classroom at Gallaudet is to plunge into helpless bewilderment. And no wonder, for languages are built of puffs of air (or hand gestures), and an architecture of words can take on far more fantastic shapes than anything built of bricks or wood.



The upshot is that the work of deciphering is both hugely difficult and hugely important. Written down, the tiniest events and the grandest sagas have a chance at immortality. Love letters have surfaced after thousands of years, and receipts for the sale of a dozen footstools, and epic tales of heroes and ogres in deadly combat.

In the case of Egypt, the deciphering of hieroglyphs gave voices to pharaohs and schoolboys and merchants and travelers who died thirty centuries ago. In other, wetter lands such messages would have long since disintegrated, but Egypt’s hot, dry climate serves as a kind of inadvertent time capsule. Messages cut into monuments long ago, or drawn on temple walls, remain sharp and distinct to this day. Countless papyrus texts survive, some carrying the print of a scribe’s inky finger or a teacher’s scrawled corrections on a student’s work.
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The details and colors on the walls of Egypt’s tombs are as vibrant today as when the tombs were sealed shut thousands of years ago.



Visitors from rainy climes are always astonished at how very dry Egypt is. In the dazzling city of Luxor, for instance, the average annual rainfall is 0. So it has been since ancient times. “Neither rain, nor any sign of rain, is shown in the paintings of the tombs,” the English archaeologist Flinders Petrie pointed out a century ago. “No wide hats, no umbrellas, no dripping cattle, are ever represented.”

In Egypt our word perishable scarcely applies. A flower from a funeral wreath made three thousand years ago might still be identifiable. A loaf of bread older than Greece and Rome might show a baker’s thumbprints. Egypt’s heat and dryness would have mummified bodies, too, and without any need for lengthy, difficult procedures. Indeed the whole complicated embalming process that we identify so closely with ancient Egypt was built on a Catch-22.

Egyptians believed in life after death. Mummification was so important because you needed a lifelike body in order to carry on. Embalming was a difficult, time-consuming art that employed hooks for dragging the brain out through the nose, and special knives for slicing open the abdomen to remove internal organs, and specialized techniques for drying tissue. And yet when a dead body was simply set down in a shallow pit in the desert, as had traditionally been the fate of the poor, the hot sand and the blazing sun mummified it naturally.

The rich insisted on grander send-offs. But the very act of shutting bodies into dark, still coffins made necessary the whole range of techniques needed to stave off rot and decay.



So in ancient Egypt, artifacts endured almost by default. In a culture obsessed with continuity, that was vitally important, and it was that power to transcend time that made writing special above all other arts. Hieroglyphs were the writing of the gods, ancient texts decreed, and then the gods had bestowed this marvelous gift on humankind. From its earliest days, Egypt had recognized the possibilities.

One temple inscription from about the same era as the Rosetta Stone praised the gods who “created writing in the beginning” and thereby “caused memory to begin.” Thanks to this divine gift, “the heir speaks with his forefathers,” and “friends can communicate when the sea is between them, and one man can hear another without seeing him.”

Engraved inscriptions dealt largely with kings and gods, but messages on papyrus tended toward the mundane and practical. “Please make me a new pair of sandals,” reads one note from around 1200 BC. Another from the same era asks, “Why haven’t you answered my message? I wrote to you a week ago!”

One junior scribe complained to his supervisor, in around 1240 BC, that he was mistreated and taken for granted. “I am like a donkey to you. If there is some work, bring the donkey…. If there is some beer, you do not look for me, but if there is work you do look for me.”

An aggrieved mother railed against her ungrateful children, and her bitterness speaks to us undiluted by the intervening eons. “I am a free woman of the land of Pharaoh,” she declared in her will, in around 1140 BC. “I brought up eight children and gave them everything suitable to their station. But I have grown old, and they have not looked after me. Whoever of them has aided me, I will leave my property. But he who has neglected me, I will not aid him.”

Perhaps the biggest single stash of ancient writing turned up in 1897, when two English archaeologists found several thirty-foot-tall mounds of papyrus scraps covered in sand (and mixed with random debris) in the desert south of Cairo. The scraps had originally come from rubbish heaps in the once-thriving city of Oxyrhynchus. (The name means “city of the sharp-nosed fish.”) Safeguarded by the desert’s dryness, the ink had retained its blackness for two thousand years.

Half a million fragments survived, some as small as a postage stamp, some as big as a tablecloth. Most provided glimpses of everyday life. A wealthy couple sent a thousand roses and four thousand narcissuses for the wedding of a friend’s son. A man named Juda fell off his horse and needed the help of two nurses just to turn over. Scraps from marriage contracts, horoscopes, and steamy novels turned up, and so did an unknown play by Sophocles and snippets of poems by Sappho.

Many ancient Egyptian texts have an unsettling, almost-familiar-but-not-quite quality. Writers describe emotions that we recognize at once but make their points with images that remind us, with a jolt, that we are far from home. A poem from the era of King Tut, around 1300 BC, described the obstacles that confront a pair of young lovers: “My beloved is on yonder side / A width of water is between us / And a crocodile waits on the sandbank.”

Sometimes the writing reveals an altogether strange and forbidding world. Egyptians believed, for instance, that when a person died, the gods placed his heart in one pan of a scale and a feather, representing truth, in the other. If the heart and the feather balanced, the person had lived a truthful life and had a chance at a kind of heaven. Fail the test, though, and the result was not hell and everlasting flames, but disappearance! The telltale heart was thrown to a part-hippopotamus, part-crocodile creature that gulped it down. Poof!
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The “Weighing of the Heart” ceremony. The ibis-headed god of writing, Toth, stands at the right, poised to record the test’s result.



The most compelling voices might have cried out yesterday. One Egyptian scribe scrawled his frustration on a piece of papyrus that survived to find its way to the British Museum. “Would I had phrases that are not known,” he wrote, “in new language that has not been used, not an utterance which has grown stale, which men of old have spoken.” The lament was written in about 2000 BC. It predates Homer by a thousand years.

But what if the writing survives, but the knowledge of how to read it does not?

I. Scholars have learned to read the script of the Etruscans, who built a thriving culture in Italy centuries before the Romans. But they do not know what the sounds meant. In effect, they can read sounds aloud, but they do not know if they have read To be or not to be or All cats love Frisky Nibbles.






CHAPTER FIVE So Near and Yet So Far


If you pull the camera back far enough, all cultures look the same. People meet and fall in love; they boast and puff themselves up; they mock their rivals; they pray to their god, or a host of gods; they fear death. The details make all the difference. Aztecs ripped the beating hearts out of captives taken in battle, to placate their gods; Jains sweep the sidewalk to safeguard any bugs they might step on.
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A drawing by an Aztec artist depicts a priest removing a sacrificial heart.



We know a great deal about ancient Egyptians, because they left so many texts. The temptation is to think we know far more than we do. “The beer-swilling artisans, the persnickety letter-writers, the elegant ladies, the ambitious bureaucrats and dedicated hunters—all come across (we delude ourselves) as the sort of people we know and whom we could have met,” writes the historian Peter Green.

But this was, Green says, correcting himself, an “exotic (not to say freakish) culture.”



That back-and-forth dance—these were people like us; these were bizarre strangers—goes a long way toward explaining ancient Egypt’s allure. Egypt occupies a sweet spot in our historical imagination. Near enough to draw us in, it is far enough away to fascinate.

We can imagine inserting ourselves into the Egyptian past, and when we do, like all armchair time travelers, we wave the dark realities aside. Danger and hardship are the first to go. No one daydreaming herself back to the dawn of time pictures herself writhing, helplessly mangled, in the jaws of a tyrannosaurus; no one imagines sweating his life away in a pharaoh’s work gang, hauling blocks of stone up a dirt ramp.

How to account for Egypt’s enduring appeal, when we dismiss every other ancient culture as too dusty and dreary for words? To say that Egypt’s most famous images have become iconic is just to argue in a circle.

One part of the answer may have to do with a simple matter of scale. We never entirely outgrow our six-year-old selves, and sheer size never loses its fascination. Hence, dinosaurs again. Every natural history museum in the world draws crowds who gape at room-filling, ceiling-scraping skeletons. So it is with the pyramids, where colossal size (and simplicity of design) is the essence of the story. The Sphinx is even better, not merely massive (each mighty paw is bigger than a school bus) but mysterious, as well.



Mysterious but not utterly out of reach. We know a fair bit about Egyptians’ everyday lives, far more than we know about other ancient cultures. Much of the reason, oddly, is that we know so much about the Egyptian picture of the afterlife. Egyptians took for granted that you could take it with you. You would live eternally in your familiar body, and you would carry on eating and drinking and enjoying life. And so the Egyptian picture of death provides us a vivid picture of Egyptian life.

Tombs were stuffed with chairs and beds, loaves of bread, jars of wine, joints of meat, clothes, toys, makeup, jewelry. “It was,” one historian writes, “as if they were packing for a trip to a place they had never visited and weren’t sure what to bring, so they brought everything.”

Egyptian culture was fixated on death, to an astonishing degree. Everything we associate with Egypt—pyramids, mummies, the tombs, the gods, the Book of the Dead—had to do with warding off death, or conquering it, or navigating the afterlife. Prayers and hundreds upon hundreds of spells obsessively echoed the death-is-not-the-end theme. Pharaohs were sent into the afterlife with a magic incantation: “You are young again, you live again, you are young again, you live again, forever.”

So preoccupied were the Egyptians with death and the afterlife that Egyptologists to this day battle about what it all meant. Why were Egyptians obsessed with living forever? Was it because they found death too terrifying to contemplate, or was it that they were so enamored of life that they could not bear to acknowledge its end? The Egyptologist John Wilson summarizes what is perhaps the prevailing view. “The Egyptians relished their life. They clung to life, not with the desperation that comes from a horror of death, but with a happy assurance that they had always been victorious and so would defeat mortal change itself.”I

The afterlife as Egyptians pictured it was as down-to-earth as a heaven could be. The whole point of mummification was that you would need your body in the afterlife; the mummy-making process was the way to keep your physical self intact so that you could carry on as you always had.II

The Christian heaven was far more austere, with no place for food, drink, or sex. (Instead, Saint Augustine explained, there would be hymn singing. “All our activity,” he wrote, “will consist in singing ‘Amen’ and ‘Alleluia.’ ”) Still, the West’s everyday picture of heaven, where we hug long-lost friends and throw sticks for beloved dogs, is not so different from the Egyptian version.

We could point to a dozen such cultural resemblances. An ancient papyrus, which touted cures for gray hair, baldness, and impotence, was a close cousin to the spam that clogs inboxes around the world. An essay written in 2400 BC passed along detailed, and still relevant, advice in the how-to-get-along-with-your-boss genre. “If you are a guest at a table of one who is greater than you, laugh when he laughs. That will please his heart, and what you do will be acceptable.”

Egyptian folktales featured princesses locked in towers, and heroes granted three wishes, and even a distraught king who sent messengers across the land to locate the woman whose beautiful slipper he’d happened to find. “From the early centuries of the Christian era up to the middle of the nineteenth century, there was not a single man on earth” who could read these stories, marvels the Egyptologist Barbara Mertz, and yet, she notes, somehow their key bits ended up in “Rapunzel” and “Cinderella.”

We share other beliefs and acts across the gulf of time. Protesters still burn effigies of their enemies, for instance, and sports fans burn the jerseys of superstars who desert them for a different city. King Tut would have understood perfectly. “Tut’s sandals are decorated with prisoner figures,” the Egyptologist Robert Ritner observes, “his cane handles with bound enemies, his shields with defeated foes, his footstools with bound prisoners. Simply by making a state appearance, and with no special ritual, the king throttles and crushes underfoot the potential enemies of the state.”



Egypt’s continuing allure has still other sources. The Egyptian story seems ongoing in a way that isn’t true of other ancient civilizations. Many of the most astonishing archaeological discoveries date from relatively recent times. The statue that may be the most admired of all, showing Queen Nefertiti, turned up only in 1912. It lay on the floor of a sculptor’s studio, upside down and half-covered in rubble. King Tut’s tomb was discovered just a century ago, in 1922. One of Egypt’s most dazzling treasures, the 144-foot-long wooden ship built for the pharaoh of the Great Pyramid, was found more recently still. Khufu’s ship, as it is sometimes called, may have been intended to carry him to the afterlife. Archaeologists found the ship in an underground chamber next to the Great Pyramid, in 1954.

Many Egyptologists believe there is far more still to come. To cite one example from countless possibilities, scarcely anything is known about perhaps the most esteemed of all Egyptian artists, a painter dubbed “the Michelangelo of the Nile” by one eminent historian. He is known for the tomb paintings he created for an official named Nebamun. They depict dancers and banquets and hunting scenes, in sinuous, lifelike detail and in dazzling colors.


[image: four figures. from left to right: two women playing woodwind instruments, and then two mostly-nude women dancing]
Dancers and musicians, in a wall painting from Nebamun’s tomb



Nebamun was a nonentity, and everything about his tomb is a mystery. No one knows the painter’s name. No one knows why a midlevel administrator ranked such a tribute. No one knows where the tomb was located. (A Greek grave robber found it in the 1830s and made off with the panels. He sold them to a collector but then decided that he’d been underpaid. He died two decades later, still bitter, never having revealed his secret.) To this day, no one knows if Nebamun’s missing tomb holds additional treasures.

If Europe were as thick with unknown wonders as Egypt likely is, there would still be Sistine Chapels hidden under sand and mud, waiting to be unearthed by some boy chasing a dog that had disappeared down a hole.



The beauty of lapis lazuli necklaces and golden bracelets in ancient tombs, the elegance of the sculpted head of Nefertiti, the hominess of board games and spinning tops, all speak across the ages and seem to draw us close.

But look again. Peter Green is right to remind us of Egypt’s “freakish” side. Constant exposure has made Egypt’s main attractions so familiar that they no longer register as weird. The Great Pyramid is a monument to absolute power that can seem not so different from Versailles—any of the pharaohs could be Louis XIV in a kilt and sandals. Mummies are horror movie clichés.

But even the most familiar features of the ancient landscape prove exceedingly strange in close-up. We tell ourselves that we understand the notion of kings and one-man rule and despots who build monuments to themselves. But the Great Pyramid is a monument unlike any other, a stone mountain towering into the sky and absurd in its presumption.

Forty stories high, it is made up of more than two million stone blocks. Each weighs two tons, on average, and stands about waist-high and several feet across. The blocks fit together so neatly that you could not slip a knife blade between any two. Building that mountain took two full decades of brutally hard work. A bit of arithmetic spells out just how much labor the pyramids required—on average, workers had to slide a two-ton block into place every five minutes, day and night, for twenty years.

Perhaps ten thousand men at a time labored away, playing the role of ants stumbling ceaselessly under giant loads.III The work was not only endless but also dangerous. Stones had to be hauled into place hundreds of feet above the ground. When blocks slipped, they crushed arms and legs and smashed skulls. Even in the best of circumstances, the unremitting labor took a toll. Archaeologists have unearthed workers’ skeletons; they are marked by deformed bones and twisted spines.

All this labor was carried out using scarcely any technology beyond human muscle power. The Egyptians built the pyramids without even making use of the wheel—they had no carts, no wagons, not even any cranes or pulleys. The pyramids were a triumph of social engineering—organizing that workforce was a colossal feat—but not of engineering in the usual sense.

This was not a question of ignorance but of conservatism. Egyptians knew about wheels, which had been in use in neighboring empires for five centuries. They chose not to use them. (About a thousand years after the pyramid era, they began building war chariots.) We might think we understand the appeal of tradition and the fear of change, but Egyptian culture was conservative to a degree we can scarcely fathom.

Art highlights the point. The same drawings turn up again and again in temples built two thousand years apart. Here the pharaoh grabs his enemies by the hair with one hand and raises the other to strike a mighty blow, and there—a thousand miles and a thousand years away—the identical image recurs.

Near Egypt’s southernmost border, a carving depicts the pharaoh surveying a line of hapless prisoners bound together by their necks and with hands tied behind their backs. Across the land, on one looming wall after another, the same image reappears. This was art as propaganda, like a drawing of Uncle Sam with rolled-up sleeves and a rifle grasped in a brawny hand. But it is as if the same drawing had been used to inspire soldiers from Valley Forge to Vietnam and for another twenty centuries beyond.

“What they did is, they repeated the same thing over and over, for three thousand years,” says the Egyptologist Bob Brier. “It wasn’t considered great to be an innovator in art. If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it. If you wanted a statue of a god, you didn’t have some sculptor come up with a new idea. You got out the old statue and you said, ‘Copy it.’

“When you go into a museum,” Brier continues, “you can look at a statue from 2500 BC, and 1500 BC, and 500 BC, and they’re not really different. And that’s why you can recognize Egyptian art at a glance, because it didn’t change.”



We might think we know all about mummies, but that story, too, is deeply strange. Egyptians mummified not only human beings but animals, and the animals outnumbered the humans by many millions. Cats and dogs were mummified, and so were gazelles and snakes and monkeys, not to mention ibises, shrews, mice, and even dung beetles.

A few of those animals were beloved pets, mummified so that they could romp through the afterlife alongside their owners. Typically, though, they were sacred animals; exactly what their purpose was remains murky. “These animals performed the same function that a lighted candle does in a church,” writes the Egyptologist Salima Ikram. “They acted as the physical manifestation of a prayer addressed by the pilgrim to the divinity for eternity.”

The demand for animal mummies was nearly insatiable. In modern times, scientists have unearthed vast animal cemeteries. At a burial ground called Saqqara, a single cemetery yielded four million ibis mummies. A nearby cemetery contained seven million dog mummies. In 1888, an Egyptian farmer happened on a graveyard containing countless ancient, mummified, linen-wrapped cats. “Not one or two here and there,” the English Illustrated Magazine reported, “but dozens, hundreds, hundreds of thousands, a layer of them, a stratum thicker than most coal seams, ten to twenty cats deep.” Modern commerce and ancient doctrine joined forces. Soon after that accidental discovery, a ship containing nineteen tons of cat mummies was steaming its way to Liverpool, where merchants planned to peddle the dried-up bodies as fertilizer.

The worship of animals reached “grotesque” proportions, in the judgment of the Egyptologist Henri Frankfort; it was the “most baffling, most persistent, and to us most alien feature” of Egyptian religious belief. It would have been one thing, Frankfort went on, if Egyptians had chosen to exalt the mighty lion or the imposing eagle, but so often the Egyptians had chosen to venerate “quite insignificant creatures like the centipede or the toad.”
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The dog (who has lost his wrappings) was a royal pet buried in a tomb in the Valley of the Kings. Cat mummies and ibis mummies numbered in the millions. The box shows a tiny statue of a shrew (most of his tail is missing, but you can see the tip extending just past the edge of the box). A mummified shrew rested inside.





So that was different. But, on the other hand, the Egyptians were like us. From the moment it became plain that there was a market for mummified creatures, con men began stuffing bandages with rags and bits of bone, shaping the packages to look like cats or falcons, and then charging the gullible top prices for these makeshift companions for eternity.

Tomb robbing, too, goes back to the earliest days of Egyptian history. As soon as Egyptians took to filling tombs with gold and jewels, thieves took to helping themselves to the loot. Worse still, the more elaborate and lavish the preparations for the afterlife, the more likely that thieves would get word of treasures just waiting to be plucked. “That men who believed as the Egyptians did were ready to rob a fellow creature of eternal life in order to steal his amulets,” laments the historian and novelist Mary Renault, “throws a depressing light on human nature.”IV

But it is human nature, so malleable and so fixed and so endlessly various, that intrigues us. The “poetry of history,” Simon Schama once remarked, is that “it is about people who in many ways are just like us, but also couldn’t be more different.”



The moral for us is that the decipherers’ quest was even more difficult than it might appear. Their challenge was not merely to make sense of a host of strange symbols and a dead language but to navigate a strange and bewildering culture. (If the Rosetta Stone had included vastly more text than it did, then decipherers might have been able to decode it without bringing in clues from Egyptian culture. But they needed more material to work with.)

The focus on culture and history makes for a crucial difference between the task of decipherers like Champollion and Young and that of their codebreaking counterparts like the sleuths at Bletchley Park. Cryptographers in wartime faced colossal pressures, but at least they had a well-defined problem to tackle. Their mission was akin to solving a mega Rubik’s Cube, while the clock ticked and the world burned. The challenge for decipherers was more like time-traveling to the Silk Road in 700 AD or to Egypt in 2600 BC and trying to fit in with the locals.

Put another way, wartime codes were akin to puzzles, which meant they were based on tricks and mechanical procedures. Discover the trick and you were well on your way to cracking the code. But the decipherers’ task was to unravel a mystery that had evolved and grown like a living organism.

Both challenges were formidable, but the codebreakers’ task was not quite as daunting. Codes are hard on purpose; languages are hard by accident (and harder still if everyone who once knew how to read them has long been dead). Information has been concealed in one case and misplaced in the other.

Accident and happenstance turn out to create more problems than even the most cunning plans. Accidental losses can be sweeping—gods whose mere names struck terror into the hearts of trembling worshippers may end up entirely forgotten. But even a tiny bit of forgotten lore can pose bewildering riddles. Will archaeologists thousands of years from now manage to guess that once upon a time blue meant sad or that head over heels, which seems to refer to a perfectly ordinary state of affairs, meant madly in love? Will future scholars figure out what a cat could have wanted with a tongue? Or why shoulders were cold and herrings red?

Decipherers like Young and Champollion had to be improvisers almost before they were anything else. An ancient text might have been anything—a tax bill, a prayer, a poem. For decipherers, that infinity of possibilities makes for extra difficulty but extra fascination as well. “There is always the excitement of the chase,” says Peter Parsons, one of the great authorities on the papyrus scraps found heaped up at Oxyrhynchus. “Open a box of unpublished papyri, and you never know what you may find… Your new papyrus may offer you unknown Greek poetry; it may offer unique evidence for the inflation of donkey prices at the height of the Roman Empire.”

Military messages are simple by comparison. Codebreakers in wartime play their games on a narrow field. They can be sure that an intercepted message is not a sonnet or a sales receipt. Attack at dawn, it might say, or Retreat at once. Nor is there likely to be any mystery about what language a message is written in—the Nazis communicated in German, the Japanese in Japanese. (Imagine how much harder crossword puzzles would be if the answers could be in any language, including dead ones.)

Even with the aid of heavy hints like these, codebreaking is daunting work. The serial killer called the Zodiac sent the police a mocking, encoded message in 1969, and fifty-one years passed before a team of computer scientists cracked it, in 2020. Everyone who tried to decipher the Zodiac’s cipher—newspapers splashed it on page 1—knew perfectly well to look for words in English, and they had some idea, from other taunting notes, of the sort of words to look for. And many would-be decipherers could enlist battalions of computers in the hunt.
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