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Authors’ Notes

This book aims to simplify ancient Egyptian hieroglyphs, presenting 

them at an accessible and learnable level. It is designed to help 

children develop an interest in this divine language, providing a 

foundation from which they can progress to its deeper and more 

complex writing system.

A language should be learned and remembered in an engaging way, 

not a difficult one. Beginning with hieroglyphs can open pathways 

to further exploration in arts, linguistics, philosophy, medicine, 

logic, mathematics, and more. Without a touch of simplicity, 

however, learners may miss the chance to unlock their potential for 

self-guided discovery at the heart of this script.

The scribes of this sacred language created many beautiful works, 

including the Egyptian papyri, for us to enjoy. Their careful efforts 

ensure we do not miss any chance to connect with this ancient 

wisdom. These are not simply artworks, but the products of a rich 

and fully formed language.
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Hieroglyphs – An introduction
Welcome, explorer! You’re about to step into the amazing world of  ancient Egyptian 

hieroglyphs. This writing system uses beautiful pictures and lasted for over 3,500 years, from 
around 3,200 BC until about 400 AD.

What are hieroglyphs?

Hieroglyphs were the special “sacred carvings”the ancient Egyptians used to write down 
their most important stories, records, and messages on temple walls, tombs, and papyrus 
scrolls. 

Cracking the Code: The Rosetta Stone

The secret language of ancient Egypt was lost. Then, in 1799, French soldiers were 
digging in Egypt near the Nile Valley. They found a special black rock. It was called the Rosetta 
Stone.

This stone had the same message written in three different ways. One was in Greek, one 
was in Demotic (a later Egyptian writing), and one was in hieroglyphs. Scholars could read 
Greek, so they finally had a way to solve the hieroglyphic puzzle. It was like finding the secret 
key to a code!

But the Rosetta Stone alone wasn’t enough to unlock everything. Years later, scholars 
discovered another stone with a similar message called the Canopus Decree. It was written in 
the same three scripts and helped confirm what they had guessed from the Rosetta Stone. In 
fact, the Rosetta Stone couldn’t be fully translated until the Canopus Decree was found!

* Note: The Nile Valley is the land surrounding the longest river in the world, the Nile in Africa. The Nile begins in 
East Africa and flows about 6,650 kilometers all the way to the Mediterranean Sea. It was along this great river 
that one of history’s most fascinating writing systems was born.

Why don’t all alphabet charts look the same?

You might see different hieroglyphic “alphabet” lists in other books or online. That’s 
because the ancient Egyptians didn’t use the same ABCs we do! Their pictures represented 
sounds. To create a hieroglyphic alphabet for English, we match each English letter to the 
hieroglyph that has the closest sound. For example, we might use the reed leaf hieroglyph, 
which sounds like “ee” to stand for the letter E. 

A whole world of symbols

There weren’t just 26 letters. There were over 800 different hieroglyphs! Some stood for 
sounds (like our alphabet), and others were logograms — a single picture that meant a whole 
word, like a sun disc for“day”.

How do you read them?

The Egyptians wrote from right to left, left to right, or even top to bottom. To find out 
where to begin, look at the direction the people or animals are facing. You always start reading 
from the side they are looking toward.

What’s in this book?

We’re going to learn some of the most common and cool hieroglyphs. By the end, you 
will be able to decode secret messages and even write your own name in ancient Egyptian! 
Ready to become a time-traveling code breaker? Let’s get started!
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▲ Hieroglyphs on the Rosetta Stone, written by Steve Lam
▲

 Canopus Decree, copied by Steve Lam
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Bb

B Bβ

[b] sound (as in BOAT)

Actual writing

Symbol: Foot

English Greek

Short hand

Cc

C Kk

[kh] sound (as in KHADI)

Actual writing

Symbol: Sieve

English Greek

(kappa)

Short hand

(beta)
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Dd

D Δδ

[d] sound (as in DOG)

Actual writing

Symbol: Hand

English Greek

(delta)

Short hand

Ee

E Eε

[e] sound (as in MONEY)

Actual writing

Symbol: Reef leaf

English Greek

(epsilon)

Short hand
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