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PREFACE:
DECIPHERINGTUTANKHAMUN

When,in1822,theworld’sfirstEgyptologist,Jean-FrançoisChampollion,
announcedhisinitialdeciphermentofancientEgyptianhieroglyphs,
noonehadheardthenameTutankhamunforsomethreemillennia.Not
evenfellowspecialistsinEgyptianhistorywereawareofthispharaoh–
unlike,forexample,Ramesses,whowasknownfromancientEgyptian
historicalsourceswritteninGreek.The‘boyking’hadbeenconsignedto
oblivionbyhisownpeople–whichironicallywouldensurethesurvival
ofhisentrancing,gold-filledtombuntilmoderntimes.Afterthiswas
dramaticallydiscoveredin1922intheValleyoftheKingsnearmodern
Luxor(ancientThebes)byarchaeologistHowardCarter,Tutankhamun
wasimmediatelyidentifiedfromitshieroglyphicinscriptions,andrapidly
becameworldfamous.Today,Tutankhamunisundoubtedlythemost
celebratedofancientEgyptians.

Hefirstpeeredoutofhistoryinthelate1820swhenthepioneer
EgyptologistJohnGardnerWilkinsonbeganexploringtheNileValley
andtheEasternDesertbetweentheriverandtheRedSea.Ataremote
siteeastofEdfu,Wilkinson’s‘eagleeyesnotedastoneblockbearing
thenamesofTutankhamun’–notablyintheformofhisthronename
Nebkheperura(‘[thesungod]Raisthelordofmanifestations’).

Atthesametime,Wilkinson’sfriendLordPrudhoewasexploring
UpperNubia.AtGebelBarkal,nearthefourthcataractoftheNile,he
discoveredtwostrikingstatuesofrecumbentlions,carvedfromablock
ofredgranite.CreatedbythepharaohAmenhotepIII,grandfather
ofTutankhamun,inthe14thcenturybc,theyhadbeenrestoredby
Tutankhamunwithadedicatoryinscriptioninhisname.In1835,Prudhoe
presentedthelionstotheBritishMuseum,wheretheylaterbecamethe
firstobjectstogreetvisitorstothemuseum’sEgyptiansculpturegallery.

FurtherreferencestoTutankhamunfollowedinthesecondhalfof
the19thcentury.AtAmarna,tombreliefs,royalinscriptionsandthe
claytabletsknownastheAmarnaLettersrevealedthatTutankhamun’s
father,thepharaohAkhenaten,hadbrokensoradicallywithtradition
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Jean-FrançoisChampollionhasintriguedmeforovertwodecades,as
Iwrotebooksonancientandmodernscripts,onarchaeologicaldeci-
pherment,ongenius,andontworemarkableindividuals.Thefirstof
thesewasMichaelVentris–the20th-centurydeciphererofMinoan
LinearB,Europe’searliestreadablescript.Ventrisnotonlyadmired
Champollion:hetoobecameobsessedwithanundecipheredwriting
systemasaschoolboy.ThesecondfigurewasthescientistThomasYoung,
apolymathwhowasChampollion’sleadingrivalinthedecipherment
oftheEgyptianhieroglyphs.

Manyscholarshelpedmegenerouslyinmyresearchforthose
books.WiththisbiographyofChampollion,JohnBaines,professorof
EgyptologyattheUniversityofOxford,wenttoconsiderabletrouble
tolocateaninaccessiblepublicationaboutChampollionandtoanswer
variousqueries.JohnRay,professorofEgyptologyattheUniversityof
Cambridge,was,overtheyearsandthroughhiswritings,asourceof
stimulatingideas.JohnTaylor,curatorofancientEgyptattheBritish
Museum,generouslycheckedmytext.TheLondonLibraryprovedinval-
uableforitscollectionof19th-centurybooksbyandaboutChampollion.
ThelibraryoftheEgyptExplorationSocietywasalsouseful.Ishouldalso
liketothankDesMcTernan,curatorofearlyprintedbooksinFrench
attheBritishLibrary,forhissustainedattempttolocatethelibrary’s
missingcopyofChampollion’srarestandmostcontroversialpublication,
printedinGrenoblein1821,whichhefinallylocatedin2014.

Iamgratefultomylong-timeeditoratThames&Hudson,Colin
Ridler,forsharingmyenthusiasmforabookaboutChampollion.Itspro-
ductionwasexpertlyoverseenbySamWythe,SallyNicholls,AliceReid,
PhilCleaver,RachelHeley,EdPearceand,mostrecently,BenHayes.
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PROLOGUE:EGYPTOMANIA

In1821apioneeringexhibitionaboutancientEgyptopenedinPiccadilly,
in theheartof fashionableLondon.Egyptomania,encouragedby
NapoleonBonaparte’sdramaticinvasionofEgypttwodecadesearlier,
wascatchingoninBritainasithadinParis.Theexhibition’svenue,
knownastheEgyptianHall,wasaprivatemuseumofnaturalhistory.
IthadbeenbuiltonPiccadillyin1812,inanexotic‘Egyptianstyle’,and
featuredanexteriordecoratedwithEgyptianmotifs,twostatuesofIsis
andOsiris,andmysterioushieroglyphs.Ondisplaytothepublic,forthe
firsttimeinEurope,wasamagnificentlycarvedandpaintedancient
Egyptiantomb,whichhadbeendiscoveredandopenedfouryearsearlier
intheareaofancientThebes(modernLuxor)thatwouldlaterbeknown
astheValleyoftheKings.Attheinaugurationceremony,heldon1May
1821,thetomb’sItaliandiscoverer,GiovanniBelzoni–aformercircus
strongmanturnedflamboyantexcavatorofEgypt,whowasaboutto
becomeoneofthemostfamousfiguresinLondon–appearedwrapped
inmummybandagesbeforeahugecrowd.Some2,000visitorspaidhalf

Egyptian Hall, in Piccadilly, London, as seen in the 1820s. An early example of British 
Egyptomania, its facade was decorated with supposedly Egyptian statues and hieroglyphs.

thatafterhisdeathheandhisassociateshadbeenerasedfromtheofficial
record.HenceTutankhamun’sconsignmenttooblivion.

AnotherimportantreferencetoTutankhamunappearedin1905:
hieroglyphicinscriptionsonagreatstonestelainthetempleofKarnak,
northofLuxor.Thededicatoryinscriptiondescribedtherestorationof
KarnakandothertemplesbyTutankhamunaftertheirabandonment
byAkhenaten.Apparently,Tutankhamunhadrejectedhisfather’s
teachingsandreturnedThebestoitsformerreligiousandroyalstatus.

Nowthehuntwasontofindhistomb.In1909,TheodoreDavis–a
businessmanturnedarchaeologist–claimedtohavelocatedit,when
hediscoveredasmall,undecorated,mud-filledchamberintheValley.
Thoughclearlyabandonedinantiquity,itcontainedfragmentsofgoldfoil
withthenamesofTutankhamunandhiswife,plusotherobjectsbearing
theking’sname.In1912,Daviscontroversiallyconcludedthat‘theValley
oftheTombsisnowexhausted’.YetthehighlyexperiencedCarter,who
hadonceworkedforDavis,wasunconvinced.Withthehelpofhissponsor
LordCarnarvon,hewentonrelentlesslysearchingforTutankhamun’s
tomb.On4November1922,hediscoveredapromisingfirststep,leading
downintotheValleyfloor.Heandhisworkforcebegantodig.

SoonCarterrevealedtheupperpartofadoorstampedwiththeseal
impressionsoftheroyalnecropolis.Butitwasgettingdark,andtheyhad
tostop.‘WithsomereluctanceIre-closedthesmallholeIhadmade,
filledinourexcavationforprotectionduringthenight,selectedthemost
trustworthyofmyworkmen–themselvesalmostasexcitedasIwas–to
watchallnightabovethetomb,andsohomebymoonlight,ridingdown
theValley’,CarterlaterwroteinThe Tomb of Tut.Ankh.Amen.Obligedto
alerthissponsorbeforediggingfurther,hesentatelegramtoCarnarvon
inBritainandawaitedhisarrivalinLuxor.Then,together,theyrevealed
thewholestaircaseofsixteenstepson24November.‘Onthelowerpart
thesealimpressionsweremuchclearer,andwewereablewithoutany
difficultytomakeoutonseveralofthemthenameofTut.ankh.Amen.’
Thiswasthekeymomentinwhatwouldbecomeperhapsthegreatest
ofallarchaeologicaldiscoveries—madepossiblebythegreatestofall
archaeologicaldeciphermentsacenturyearlier,ledbyoneofthemost
intriguingfiguresinthehistoryofarchaeology:Champollion.
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acrowntoseethetombontheopeningday;areviewerinThe Times 
newspapercalledtheexhibitiona ‘singularcombinationandskilful
arrangementofobjectssonewandinthemselvessostriking’.

Ofcourse,whatwasonviewwasnotthetombitself,butrather
a one-sixthscalemodel,whichmeasuredover15metres(50 feet)
inlength,complementedbyafull-sizedreproductionoftwoofthe
tomb’smostimpressivechambers.Thebas-reliefsandpolychrome
walldecoration,showinggods,goddesses,animals,theafterlifeofthe
pharaohandmanifoldcolouredhieroglyphs,hadbeenre-createdfrom
waxmouldstakenoftheoriginalreliefs,andfrompaintingsmadeon
thespotbyBelzoniandhiscompatriotAlessandroRicci,aphysician
turnedartist.However,someoftheobjectsondisplaywereoriginals,
suchastwomummiesandapieceofropeusedbythelastpartyof
ancientEgyptianstoenterthetomb.

Whatwasintendedtobethepièce de résistance–indeed,one
ofthefinestEgyptianworksofarteverdiscovered–wasanempty,
lidless,whitealabastersarcophagus,almost3metres(10feet)inlength,
whicharrivedbyboatfromEgyptinAugust,wellaftertheexhibition’s
inauguration.Translucentwhenalampwasplacedinsideit,witha
full-lengthportraitofagoddessonthebottom,wheretheroyalmummy
wouldoncehavelain,thesarcophagushadsidescarved,insideandout,
withhieroglyphs,exquisitelyinlaidwithagreenish-bluecompound
madefromcalcium-coppertetrasilicate.Butitarrivedbyboatfrom
EgyptinAugust1821,wellaftertheinaugurationoftheexhibition,and
wasimmediatelydepositedintheBritishMuseum,despiteBelzoni’s
strenuouseffortstoaddittohisexhibition.Afterthemuseum’strustees
prevaricatedaboutpurchaseandeventuallyrefusedtheobjectin1824,
itwassoldfor£2,000tothearchitectSirJohnSoane,whoaddeditto
thecelebratedandcuriousartcollectionhekeptinhisprivatehousenot
farfromtheBritishMuseum.There,almosttwocenturieslater,onecan
stillseethesarcophagusasthecentrepieceoftheunique‘Egyptiancrypt’
inthelabyrinthinebasementofwhatisnowSirJohnSoane’sMuseum.

Tohonourandpublicizehisnewacquisition,andalsotoassistthe
widowofBelzoni(whohaddiedin1823)Soanearrangedthreeseparate
eveningreceptionsin1825,speciallyilluminatedbyamanufacturerof

stainedglassandlightingappliances.Avisitingartist,BenjaminRobert
Haydon,describedoneofthesesocialoccasionsinavividlettertoa
femalefriendthatcapturestheLondonpublic’sgrowingfascination
withancientEgypt:

The first person I met … was Coleridge … [then] I was pushed up against Turner, 
the landscape painter with his red face and white waistcoat, and … was carried 
off my legs, and irretrievably bustled to where the sarcophagus lay … It was the 
finest fun imaginable to see the people come into the Library after wandering 
about below, amidst tombs and capitals, and shafts, and noseless heads, with a sort 
of expression of delighted relief at finding themselves among the living, and with 
coffee and cake. Fancy delicate ladies of fashion dipping their pretty heads into  
an old mouldy, fusty hierogliphicked coffin, blessing their stars at its age, wondering 
whom it contained … Just as I was beginning to meditate, the Duke of Sussex, 
with a star on his breast, and asthma inside it, came squeezing and wheezing  
along the narrow passage, driving all the women before him like a Blue-Beard,  
and putting his royal head into the coffin, added his wonder to the wonder of the rest.

WhosetombwasitthatBelzonihadopenedin1817,andhowold
wasthesarcophagusofitserstwhileoccupant?Noonehadmorethan
thevaguestidea,becausenoonecouldreadthehieroglyphs.Accurate
knowledgeofhieroglyphicscripthadvanishedsinceitslastusageby
Egyptianpriestsinthe4thcenturyad,amillenniumandahalfbefore
Napoleon’sinvasion.

Tobeginwith,Belzonidescribeditasthetombofthesacredbull
Apis,becausehehaddiscoveredinonechambertheembalmedcarcass
ofabull.Butbythetimeofhis1821exhibitionhehadchangedhis
mind:headvertiseditas ‘PresumedtobeTheTombofPsammis’,
ahypotheticalpharaoh.

Thisname,Psammis,hadcomefromDrThomasYoung,aprofes-
sionalphysician,aleadingphysicistandmathematician(whoservedas
foreignsecretaryoftheRoyalSociety),andagiftedlinguist.Intheperiod
1814–19,Younghadtakenthefirstcorrectstepstowardsdeciphering
theEgyptianhieroglyphs,guidedbytheRosettaStonediscoveredby
Napoleon’sarmyin1799.YoungstudiedBelzoni’sandRicci’spaintings,

Cracking_the_Egyptian_Code_B_format_rev_cc2021.indd   10-11Cracking_the_Egyptian_Code_B_format_rev_cc2021.indd   10-11 01/02/2022   13:2201/02/2022   13:22



PROLOGUE:EGYPTOMANIAPROLOGUE:EGYPTOMANIA

12 13

andobservedasimilaritybetweenaprominenthieroglyphiccartouche
–i.e.asmallgroupofhieroglyphsinscribedwithinanovalring–inthe
tomb,andsimilarcartouchescarvedonobelisksinRomeandEgypt.
Thesehehadalreadyidentified,verytentatively,withthenameofan
EgyptianrulermentionedinthewritingsofHerodotus,Manethoand
Pliny–threecelebratedancienthistoriansofEgypt,whowereGreek,

EgyptianandRoman,respectively.Theygavetheruler’snameasPsammis,
orPsammuthis,orperhapsevenPsammetichus.‘Itisthefirsttimethat
hieroglyphicshavebeenexplainedwithsuchaccuracy,’enthusedBelzoni
inhisgreatbookofEgyptiantravelspublishedin1820,ignoringYoung’s

Alabaster sarcophagus of the pharaoh Seti I, discovered in the Valley of the Kings  
by Giovanni Belzoni, and now in the basement of Sir John Soane’s Museum, London.
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owndiffidentuncertainty.It‘provesthedoctor’ssystembeyonddoubt
tobetherightkeyforreadingtheunknownlanguage;anditistobe
hoped,thathewillsucceedincompletinghisarduousanddifficult
undertaking,asitwouldgivetotheworldthehistoryofoneofthemost
primitivenations,ofwhichwearenowtotallyignorant.’

Acenturylater,CarterpaidtributetoBelzoniasthefirstserious
excavatorofancientEgypt,whosememoirshadinspiredCarter’sown
determinedsearchforTutankhamun’slosttombintheValleyofthe
Kings.Belzoni’sNarrative of the Operations and Recent Discoveries within 
the Pyramids, Temples, Tombs and Excavations in Egypt and Nubiawas
‘oneofthemostfascinatingbooksinthewholeofEgyptianliterature’,
CarterwroteinThe Tomb of Tut.Ankh.Amen.

AsforBelzoni’ssarcophagus,duringthecourseofthe19thcentury
itturnedouttohavenothingtodowithYoung’ssupposedpharaoh
‘Psammis’(althoughYounghadcorrectlyidentifiedthepharaoh’scar-
touche).ItwasinfactmadefortherulerSethos,nowgenerallyknown
asSetiI,amilitarilysuccessfulandartisticallyimportantpharaohofthe
19thdynasty.SetiIhadsucceededhisfather,RamessesI,in1291bc,and
onhisdeathin1278bcwasinturnsucceededbyhissonRamessesII,
‘theGreat’–Egypt’smostfamouspharaoh.Thegoddessportrayedon
thebottomofthesarcophagusisnowknowntobeNut,adeitywhose
bodysymbolizedthevaultofthesky,intowhosekeepingthecorpseof
Setihadbeencommitted.Thehieroglyphicinscriptionsonthesides
record,inadditiontoSeti’sroyaltitles, passagesfromtheso-called
BookoftheGates,amagicalguidetothejourneyofadeadman’ssoul
throughtheUnderworld.TheydescribetheroutetakenbyRa’ssolar
barqueasitnavigatesaninfernalriverpopulatedbydemonsinorder
tocrossthetwelveregionsofnight;magicformulasallowtheboatto
passthroughtwelvegatesguardedbygeniesandserpents.Excavations
intheflooroftheoriginaltombconductedin2008–10revealeda
hieroglyphicallyinscribedfragmentofthesarcophagus’smissinglid.
Itwasfoundinastairwelldescendingintothebaserock,leadingto
whatwaspresumablyintendedtobethesecretburialchamberofSetiI;
theconstructionwasnevercompleted,however,probablyonaccount
ofthepharaoh’sprematuredeath.

Weowethisreliablemodernknowledgeinthefirstinstanceto
apenurious,brilliantandarrogantyoungFrenchman,inspiredby
NapoleonandobsessedwithEgypt:Jean-FrançoisChampollion,the
founderofEgyptology.Champollion’spolymathicEnglishrival,Thomas
Young,hadstartedthedeciphermentofhieroglyphsin1814–19but
hadfailedtodevelopit.Inmid-September1822,inParis,Champollion
madeabreakthroughandreadthe‘lost’hieroglyphicspellingsofmany
Egyptianrulers,includingAlexander,Berenice,Cleopatra,Ptolemy
andRamesses,forthefirsttimesincethelateRomanEmpire.Shortly
afterwardshewroteasortofcatalogue,attherequestofBelzoni,for
theParisexhibitionofhisEgyptiantomb,thoughunderaprecaution-
arypseudonym.Asyet,Champollioncouldnottranslatethename
ofthetomb’spharaoh.Sixyearslater,however,afterintensivestudy
ofEgyptianmonumentsandpapyribroughttoEurope,hewasableto
sailtoEgyptandbecomethefirstpersonsinceantiquitytogivetrue
voicetotheinscriptionsintheValleyoftheKings.Lessthanfouryears
later,in1832,hewasdead,attheageofjust41.Whatfollowsisthelife
storyofthisgenius,whorevolutionizedtheworld’sunderstandingof
ancientEgyptiancivilizationovermorethanthreemillenniabycracking
thehieroglyphiccode.
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