
Writing in Ancient Egyptian 

     

 The hieroglyphic 

writing system used 

more than 600 

symbols, mostly 

pictures of objects.  

Each symbol 

represented one or 

more sounds in the 

Egyptian language.  For 

example, a picture of 

an owl represented the same sound as our letter M.  

 Hieroglyphics could be written either horizontally or 

vertically.  They could be written from right to left or left to 

right.  These options made hieroglyphs flexible but very 

difficult to read.  The only way to tell which way a text is 

written is to look at individual symbols.   

 

 

 

The Rosetta Stone  

 

Historians and 

archaeologists have 

known about 

hieroglyphs for 

centuries, but didn’t 

know how to read it.  

In fact, it was not 

until 1799 when a 

lucky discovery by a 

French soldier gave historians the key they needed to read 

ancient Egyptian writing. 

 That key was the Rosetta Stone, a huge, stone slab 

inscribed with hieroglyphics. In addition to the 

hieroglyphics, the Rosetta Stone had text in Greek and a 

later form of Egyptian.  Because the text in all three 

languages was the same, scholars who knew Greek were 

able to figure out what the hieroglyphs said.    



Egyptian Texts 

The earliest known writing is from around 3300 BC.  These 

early Egyptian writings were carved in stone or on other 

hard material.  Later, the Egyptians learned how to make 

papyrus.  The Egyptians made papyrus by pressing layers of 

reeds together and pounding them into sheets.  These 

sheets were tough and durable, yet easy to roll into scrolls.  

Scribes wrote on papyrus using brushes and ink. 

 Because papyrus did not decay in Egypt’s dry climate, 

many Egyptian texts still survive.  Historians today can read 

Egyptian government records, historical records, science 

texts, and medical manuals. 

 

 

 

 

 

Egyptian Temples 

 Egyptians built magnificent temples that were massive 

covered in paintings and hieroglyphics, supported the 

temples roof. The walls were also decorated with paintings 

and hieroglyphics. Statues of gods and pharaohs often 

stood along the walls as well. The Temple of Karnak, and 

the temple at in size and decoration. Those temples that 

survive are among the most spectacular sites in Egypt 

today.  

 The Egyptians believed that temples were the homes 

of the gods. People visited the temples to worship, offer the 

gods gifts, and ask for favors.  

 Many Egyptian temples shared some similar features. 

Rows of stone sphinxes line the path leading to the 

entrance. That entrance itself was a huge, thick gate, on 

either side of which might stand an obelisk.  

 Inside, the temples were lavishly decorated. Huge 

columns Abu Simbel are surviving examples of great 

Egyptian 

temples.  



Paintings 

Egyptian art was 

filled with lively, 

colorful scenes. 

Detailed works 

covered the walls 

of temples and 

tombs. Artists also 

painted on canvas, 

papyrus, pottery, plaster, and wood. Most Egyptians, 

however, never saw these paintings. Only kings, priests, and 

important people could enter temples and tombs, and even 

they rarely did so. 

 The subjects of Egyptian paintings vary widely. Some 

paintings show important historical events, such as the 

crowning of kings and founding the temples. Others 

illustrate major religious rituals. Still other paintings show 

scenes from everyday life, like farming. 

 Egyptian painting has a distinctive style. People are 

drawn with their heads and legs seen from the side, while 

their upper bodies and shoulders are viewed straight on.  

Important figures such as pharaohs appear huge in 

comparison to others, especially servants or conquered 

people. In contrast, Egyptian animals were usually drawn 

realistically.  

Carvings and Jewelry 

Painting was not the only art 

form the Egyptians practiced. 

The Egyptians were also 

skilled stoneworkers. Many 

tombs included huge statues 

and detailed carvings.  

 The Egyptians also made beautiful objects out of gold 

and precious stones. They made jewelry for both women 

and men. The jewelry included necklaces, collars, and 

bracelets. The Egyptians also used gold to make burial items 

for their pharaohs.  

 Over the years, treasure hunters emptied many 

pharaohs’ tombs. At least one tomb, however, was not 

disturbed. In 1922 some archeologists found the tomb of 

King Tutankhamen, or King Tut. The 

tomb was filled with treasures, including 

boxes of jewelry, robes, burial mask, 

and ivory statues. King Tut’s treasures 

have taught us much about Egyptian 

burial practices and beliefs.   
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Math 

The Egyptians faced 

many challenges as 

they built the 

pyramids, but this 

also led to many 

discoveries. For 

example: each 

pyramid rested on a 

square foundation with a north facing entrance. They 

studied the skies and developed an understanding of 

astronomy to find north. With this 

knowledge, they invented a 365 day 

calendar with 12 months and 3 

seasons. Pyramid builders had to 

calculate how much stone was 

needed and had to measure angles in 

order to construct the pyramid walls. 

In order to do this, they invented a 

system of written numbers, based on 

10. They also created fractions, using 

them with whole numbers to add, 

subtract, and divide.  

 

King Tut 

10 year old 

Tutankhamen 

became pharaoh 

when his father 

Akhenaton died. The 

young pharaoh 

relied on advice from 

priests and officials to rule Egypt. He died unexpectedly 

after ruling for only 9 years. The cause of death remains a 

mystery to scientists to this day.  

Even though ‘King Tut’ played a small role in the history of 

Egypt, he is the most famous of the pharaohs. British 

archaeologist Howard Carter attracted public attention 

when he discovered Tut’s tomb in 1922. Carter’s find was 

amazing because most tombs of the pharaohs had been 

robbed by thieves. Tut’s tomb, however contained the 

pharaoh’s mummy and many treasures, including a brilliant 

gold mask of the young ruler’s face. 

  



Pyramids 

The Egyptians honored their pharaohs in a special way: they 

built great tombs called pyramids. These enormous 

structures were made of stone, and still tower over the 

desert lands. The pyramids protected the bodies of the 

pharaohs from floods, wild animals, and robbers. The 

Egyptians believed the pharaohs would be happy after 

death if they had their personal belongings, so they buried 

with them their clothing, weapon, furniture, and jewelry in 

the pyramids. 

The first great engineer who built the pyramids was an 

official for the pharaoh named Imhotep. Surveyors, 

engineers, carpenters, and stonecutters helped build the 

pyramids. The majority was done by the thousands of 

workers who spent years of hard labor to build them. 

Farmers would do 

much of the work 

during the summer 

months because the 

flooding of the Nile 

prevented them from 

farming.  


