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Abstract
Decipherment bicentenary exhibitions helped to foreground the archival evidence and its gaps. 

Egyptologists have emphasized also how a detailed understanding of the ancient language and its scripts 
took many decades beyond 1822, while researchers in multiple disciplines have analyzed the bias against 
non-European scripts in European-language philology and linguistics. Research starting from Arabic 
language and script, as Ahmed Kamal sought, would support more accurate description and appreciation of 
the ancient script that spoke clearly first in modern times to Champollion.
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The Ancient Egyptian-Arabic Dictionary by Ahmed Kamal
On 29 September 2020, the Bibliotheca Alexandrina received from Abdel Hamid Kamal Zakaria the 

Dictionary of the Egyptian Language by his grandfather Ahmed Kamal.1 A century earlier, during the 
British military occupation of Egypt, a committee of foreign nationals had rejected its publication. Only 
in 2002, the Supreme Council of Antiquities, under Zahi Hawass, could begin printing facsimiles of the 
manuscript volumes.2 In a recent Abgadiyat article,3 Basem El Sharkawi conveyed the long formation and 
wide scope of the Ahmed Kamal Dictionary, summarized by Ahmed Osman as ‘more than thirteen thousand 
ancient Egyptian words ... attested in Hieroglyphics, Hieratic, Demotic, and Coptic ... compared with those 
of Hebrew, Amharic, Greek, Latin, and Arabic ... translated into French and Arabic’.4 Donald Reid has 
contrasted this single-handed personal accomplishment with the early twentieth century dictionary project 
by Adolf Erman in Berlin, where German imperial funds harnessed an international cast of European-
language Egyptologists.5 The 1922 refusal to publish an ancient Egyptian-Arabic Dictionary epitomises 
‘the struggle of Ahmed Kamal to establish Egyptology for Egyptian in a hostile colonial environment’ 
during the decades of British military, economic and political control, and French control of the Egyptian 
Antiquities Service.6 The Dictionary acquisition opens the way to accessible publication, and analysis of its 
underlying concept and method, following the earlier El Sharkawi study and the project ‘Studying, Indexing 
and Verifying Ahmed Kamal Pacha Ancient Egyptian Dictionary’. Its new home ensures research and 
wider access in the Library, including print and online publication. The Dictionary appeared in exhibition 
for the first time at the Bibliotheca Alexandrina conference and exhibition ‘Hieroglyphs in the Twenty-first 
Century’, where Azza Ezzat presented the extant draft volumes, their conservation, and the multilingual 
dimension of the Dictionary, and Ahmed Mansour described the project to assemble Arabic documentary 
evidence for the working life of Ahmed Kamal.7

Display as Enquiry
Several other exhibitions celebrated the bicentenary of the decipherment by Jean-François Champollion.8 

Visitors in London could see crucial documents such as the September 1801 Treaty of Alexandria in 
English or French. Treaty Article 16 declared the Arabic and Turkish manuscripts, and larger monuments 
removed by the French Army to Alexandria, including Hajar Rashid/the Rosetta Stone, to ‘be considered as 
public property and subject to the disposal of the Generals of the combined army’.9 As that combined army 
included forces sent from both Constantinople and London, the display might prompt visitors to wonder 
what Turkish wording appears in any Ottoman copy archived in Cairo or Istanbul. 

Another bicentenary exhibit was the 1822 Lettre à M. Dacier, where Champollion explained hieroglyphic 
writings of names of Greek and Roman rulers of Egypt.10 On 27 September that year, in Paris, Champollion 
read to the Académie des Inscriptions et Belles-Lettres part of his latest research on the Rosetta Stone and 
other inscriptions, as a Mémoire relatif à l’alphabet des hiéroglyphes phonétiques égyptiens; he published 
an extract the next month.11 A longer version appeared separately in December 1822, giving the date of 
writing as 22 September 1822, with a note of the date of his Mémoire lecture, naming that too an ‘extract’.12 
In the earliest published version (the October article), Champollion applied his knowledge of Coptic, the 
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form of the Ancient Egyptian language that the Egyptian Christian Church still uses, and that the Egyptian 
exile Father Hanna Chiftigi had taught him in Paris years earlier.13 From Coptic vocabulary, Champollion 
showed how ancient Egyptian writers selected for foreign names such as Cleopatra and Caesar a hieroglyph 
that depicted an object for which the Egyptian Coptic word begins with the sound equivalent to the required 
Greek or Latin letter, as with ro ‘mouth’ for ‘r’. He added a table to illustrate how different hieroglyphs 
could be used to write one sound. Decisively, in this lecture he began to argue that the use of hieroglyphs 
to write sounds was not a foreign addition, but a regular, integral part of the system. As both Champollion 
and his rival decoders previously considered the phonetic use of hieroglyphs an exceptional late practice 
only for non-Egyptian names, this step announced the threshold of decipherment.14 

Seeing the material Lettre version in exhibitions, visitors might wonder what precisely Champollion 
read out on 27 September. Or who in the audience recorded the experience, or whether other material traces 
survive from the process of finalizing the Lettre over Autumn 1822, and what evidence remains for the 
role of the guiding elder brother Jacques-Joseph Champollion-Figeac in that and later revisions.15 More 
than illustrators of knowledge, these exhibitions actively enable viewers to mark out gaps in the story, and 
towards thinking in different, more precise ways about the limits of what we know. Such rethinking may 
push higher up the agenda of research institutions such urgent tasks as a digitized inventory of dispersed 
Champollion correspondence and diaries.

Images as Messengers
Among exhibition stimuli to understanding the decipherment, and to further research, were drawings 

by the architect Jean-Nicholas Huyot from his 1818/1819 travels in Egypt and Nubia, with cartouches of 
New Kingdom kings, and copies by Champollion from Huyot.16 Sixty years ago Jean Leclant signalled the 
relocation of Huyot drawings among the papers of Nestor L’Hôte, and expressed the hope for a publication 
of those with the Huyot travel journal studied by Moënis Taha Hussein.17 Those drawings are now online, 
including copies of cartouches with the names Ramses and Thutmes, said to have sparked the breakthrough.18 
Suddenly, it seems, Champollion had recognized—on which day(s)? which drawings? from which sites?—
not the alphabetic value of one sign (the vertical loop used for ‘s’ in Ptolemaios and Kaisaros), or ideographic 
value of another (sun disc = ‘ra’ in Coptic; ibis = the god ‘Thut’), but the underlying principle of combining 
both. Alone among 1820s readers, he had studied Egyptian Coptic vocabulary and hieroglyphic writings of 
Greek and Latin names in such depth that he could identify the integration of sound and image as the two 
sign functions throughout the ‘hieroglyphic system’.19 Day 14 September may stand as Decipherment Day 
if archival research pinpoints it as the point when the two names spoke to Champollion.

Champollion achieved decipherment, then, through studying copies. He had seen many Egyptian 
antiquities in Provence and Paris, notably a demotic papyrus newly bought from an enigmatic Monsieur 
Casati,20 but not the temples on the Nile, or the obelisk from Philae Temple moved to Kingston Lacey 
or its Greek-inscribed base,21 or the Stone from Rashid moved to London. The crowds at the Stone 
in a London museum today seem to be in the wrong place. A different itinerary might lead them first 
to the Fort of Qaitbay on the Nile River mouth at Rashid/Rosetta, where the inscribed block emerged  
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in 1799 during repairs for French army defence against Ottoman or English counter-attack. Visitors there 
can consider precisely where it emerged on the site, a point not documented by the French officers, and 
whether presence of an ancient inscription made the block a monument to keep visible, in the manner of other 
monuments removed by the French forces from religious or other urban buildings in active use.22 Visitors 
could then travel upriver or online to Luxor and the relocated monuments of Nubia, from which Paris 
archives and libraries preserve the drawings that may have sparked the Champollion breakthrough moment.  
Site + library > decipherment.

Understanding, Misunderstanding, Difference
Champollion died at the age of 41, less than a decade after deciphering the system, leaving to later 

researchers further explanation of the script, notably the presence of the sound called ‘Ayin in Arabic, not 
written in Coptic, and of signs to denote two or three sounds, a feature resolved by Emmanuel de Rougé 
only in 1867.23 Later, Heinrich Brugsch and Erman established a consistent method of transliteration to 
convey sounds of the Ancient Egyptian language in Latin letters and supplementary symbols. Building 
from grammatical analyses in the works of Champollion, they clarified the history of language change 
from earlier (Old and Middle) to later (Late, Demotic and Coptic) Egyptian.24 After the Champollion 
Dictionary published in 1841, the index-card dictionary by his pupil and colleague Ippolito Rosellini at 
Pisa led Richard Lepsius and then Erman towards producing in Berlin the vastly expanded Dictionary of 
the Egyptian Language, fundamental reference-work of Egyptology.25 

The works of Ahmed Kamal took shape in that European-dominated late nineteenth century, at a point 
arrested by the double shock of the 1876 Anglo-French bankruptcy of Egypt and the 1882 British military 
occupation.26 The table of hieroglyphs in the first volume (Fig. 1) gives the Egyptological sequence of 
sounds and the single sign in most frequent use for each, as set in 1889 by Brugsch and Erman for their 
research journal Zeitschrift für Aegyptische Sprache und Alterthumskunde.27 Ahmed Kamal had learned 
ancient Egyptian language from Brugsch, and kept updated at least to this point. A user of the twentieth 
century Berlin Dictionary would note one omission in the 1889 Brugsch-Erman list, a sound identified from 
variant writings of words as between Arabic ش shin and خ kha, and its regular hieroglyph, the underside of 
a cow.28 A reader trained in European-language Egyptology may see its omission in the Kamal Dictionary 
as an error. However, as with documents displayed in exhibitions, this difference could prompt us to 
consider the concept at work in the Kamal Dictionary. Reid has commented on how Kamal ‘seems to have 
imagined an audience of Arabic-reading fellow specialists, students and the general public’.29 Rather than 
an oversight, was the distinction of that extra sound less useful, less convincing, in that context of teaching 
in a different dialogue? The multilingual horizon of his lexical entries indicates an author writing in Egypt 
for an Egyptian readership who would recognize without footnotes any colloquial ingredient of the Arabic 
translations.30 In engaging speakers of Arabic, rather than of European languages, his Dictionary holds 
special potential for new research insights as well as wider access. At the same time, a critical analysis of 
its limits is also essential for realizing that potential, as with any other Egyptological study of script and 
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language. European-language Egyptology perpetuates obstacles to understanding the hieroglyphic system, 
and we might first assess whether the Ahmed Kamal Dictionary shares these, or helps to overcome them. 

The first obstacle has been active since decipherment: the conflation of sign form with sign function, 
whereby signs used to convey a sound (signs with phonetic function) are called ‘phonetic signs’ or 
phonograms, excising for convenience (or forgetting) how many signs have multiple functions. This issue 
arises partly from modern teaching practice, introducing the language sounds through a selection of one 
widely used sign for each identifiably separate sound (as Fig.1). Most of this Egyptological 1-sound sign 
set indeed have just that one function; for their ancient readers a lack of ambiguity is required by their 
use in the most frequently used words such as pronouns, prepositions and particles. However, Wolfgang 
Schenkel counts not 25 but 67 1-sound signs in the Middle Kingdom corpus of Coffin Texts.31 The dozens 
of 1-sound signs provide a support system to dispel ambiguity, as complements to 2-sound and 3-sound 
signs, and not a batch of primary signs conceived as a set; we do not find the Egyptological selection 
isolated by ancient Egyptian writers on objects as learning tools. For ancient Egyptian speakers, the two 
functions of hieroglyphs, for sound and for meaning, share an organic unity as long as the object depicted 
by the hieroglyph remained recognizable. Writers use images-as-signs for the overlapping functions that 
we divide into ideogram, logogram, phonogram, but those uses do not operate as fixed categories. Instead, 
the ancient writer deploys the options emanating from the words of their own language, spatially from an 
image, and temporally from collective transmission or accepted innovation. 

Modern use of a conventional set of 1-sound signs as a teaching-tool converts it into an anti-historical 
alphabet, making us forget the relations of ancient writers to readers. The word ‘alphabet’ itself appears 
as the source of misunderstandings and distortions, as extensively debated across disciplines over the past 
half-century.32 As in any script, including alphabets, reader sign-function recognition depends on systemic 
contexts, including factors of regional dialect and medium. Literate English-speakers know when to keep 
the sound of ‘k’ and when not; with more regular orthographic rules Italian-readers recognize readily the 
hard and the soft value of ‘c’ in calcio; Arabic-readers similarly adjust their pronunciation of sign-sounds 
according to contexts internal and external to a written passage. Any script ‘is not the mirror of what should 
be there in a language from a phonemic or even phonological point of view, rather, it is the data stock of 
what provides maximum efficiency with least effort from a semantic point of view’.33 In a critique of uses of 
the International Phonetic Alphabet, Florian Coulmas emphasizes the semantic principle of writing:34 

‘Writing is for readers who...know the language that is written, and therefore, do not depend on such 
information for identifying meaningful units in the text. Rather, they are better served by a system that 
filters out unnecessary phonetic information and even omits phonological information for the sake of 
morphology and grammar’.

The alphabet is also at the root of a second obstacle to understanding the hieroglyphic system, again at 
play since the time of the decipherment.  Modern users of the alphabets derived from ancient Greek and Latin 
have naturalized in their practice and expectations a particular pattern of dividing the flow of speech into two 
artificially extracted sound types: consonants and vowels. That pattern emerged as variably and locally as 



49  Issue No. 19

Beyond the European Alphabets: Ahmed Kamal, Champollion, and Moncef Chelli

the words ‘consonant’ and ‘vowel’ themselves, but now alphabet-users are primed to expect the two types, 
not to consider the ‘intellectual history’ of the decision to classify sounds in that way.35 Yet, the ideology 
of the alphabet has been at the center of debates for many decades.36 Here the theory of script difference 
by Moncef Chelli is of special relevance to any modern engagement with ancient Egyptian writing, and in 
particular to recognizing the potential of the Ahmed Kamal Dictionary. Chelli titled his chapter on the topic 
‘the absence of the vowels’,37 explaining that the Arabic harakat ‘movement’ signs above or below letters 
may seem to European-alphabet users the equivalent of vowels accompanying consonants, but work in a 
manner fundamentally alien to the European separation of ‘vowel’ and ‘consonant’. As Timothy Mitchell 
summarizes from Chelli:38

‘The movement cannot be produced independently of the letter and a letter cannot be produced without 
a movement, whereas vowels and consonants seem to exist independently of each other... In treating words 
as moving combinations of letters, Arabic writing remains closer to the play of differences that produces 
meaning. Seen in this way, the vowel is not something missing in Arabic. It is a strange artifice, whose 
presence in European writing masks the relations of difference between words’. 

Egyptologists who speak only European languages may recall their first difficulty in pronouncing the 
ancient Egyptian language in its hieroglyphic script, which makes no use of any equivalent of European 
‘vowels’ or Arabic ‘movements’, and offers only ‘consonants’.39 Arabic readers may rather ask where the 
‘movement’ is, with the important advantage that Chelli and Mitchell signal: like the ancient Egyptian 
scripts, Arabic writing does not usually indicate the ‘movement’.40 Users of a European alphabet risk starting 
from an assumption that a vowel letter is necessary for reading, not only for themselves, but even within the 
community of speakers using a script. In contrast, readers of other scripts, including Arabic, can recognize 
rather that we are all, in modern times, outside the community of Ancient Egyptian language speakers using 
the hieroglyphic, hieratic or demotic scripts. However obvious, this point helps to emphasize the distance 
in inter-script communication and the fragmentary archaeological form of the evidence for the study of this 
language.41 Broadly the experience of learning and teaching confirms the Chelli hypothesis that each script 
enacts its own philosophy of language and society.

Considering the two general obstacles outlined above, the assumptions continually re-imported from 
European alphabetic tradition into Egyptological study undermine the understanding and appreciation of 
ancient Egyptian language and scripts. In this light, the Ahmed Kamal Dictionary is a vital resource for 
returning to the ancient speakers. Alongside philological analyses and commentary on the Dictionary, 
wider historical and intercultural researches are also necessary.
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Fig. 1. Ahmed Kamal table of the Egyptological selection of one-sound hieroglyphs with 
Arabic equivalents, from Volume I of his Dictionary of the Ancient Egyptian Language. 

© Bibliotheca Alexandrina. 
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