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Abstract. Just three years after its much feted discovery, the Rosetta Stone fell
into a period of sustained neglect. Two partial decipherments had been made
of its demotic text but its hieroglyphic inscription had barely been investigated.
I examine the reasons behind this fall from grace and argue that J.D. Åkerblad,
the author of the more penetrating demotic study, could have made significant
inroads into the decipherment of Egyptian hieroglyphs. His results would have
presaged by twenty years results of the eventual decipherer of the script, Jean-
François Champollion. This would have changed, with untellable consequences,
the intellectual space in which Champollion and his main rival, Thomas Young,
worked. The study’s conclusions highlight the centrality of decipherment to
philography/grapholinguistics and the importance, both to research and to re-
searchers, of properly functioning academic institutions.

1. Introduction

The Rosetta Stone, ‘that long-desired monument … which will probably
lead us one day to a knowledge of ancient Egyptian writing’, fell into a
period of scholarly neglect a mere three years after its discovery. Given
the fanfare, and warfare, that surrounded the find—Napoleon’s prize,
then King George’s—this sudden desuetude is astonishing. It was, fur-
thermore, unwarranted. Johan David Åkerblad, quoted above (Åkerblad
1802b, p. 494), had made significant inroads into the Stone’s demotic
after just two months’ study and was beginning to cast his eye on its
hieroglyphs. Then adverse professional, political, and personal circum-
stances began to overtake him. This article revisits research on the
Stone as it stood at the end of 1802 and demonstrates that the methods
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Åkerblad deployed on its demotic were apt to yield further significant
insights into its hieroglyphs. These could have brought key elements of
their decipherment forward by as much as twenty years.

Decipherment is not a done-and-dusted discipline. Work on oracle
bone Chinese, Aztec, and Linear Elamite has made major progress just
in the past few years (Jiǎng 2018, Whittaker 2021, Desset et al. 2022). At
the same time, pseudodecipherments continue to be proposed, includ-
ing for the Rosetta Stone.1 In this context, progress in decipherment
consists not only in unlocking still mysterious scripts and signs but in re-
visiting past work. Just as mathematicians seek alternative proofs of es-
tablished results, so can decipherers demonstrate the soundness of their
tools by showing that paths not taken converge on the same end. That
the same simple methods yield success in decipherment after decipher-
ment points to an underlying unity in the nature of writing systems.
This finding itself deserves a significant place in the emerging field of
philography, which studies linguistic cognition as it is embodied in writ-
ing systems.

Åkerblad’s fate and the twelve-year gap in Rosetta Stone research are
two sides of the same case study in the importance of properly appre-
ciating the power of the decipherer’s tools. In 1799, the Rosetta Stone
became the first ever monument to offer scholars a roughly parallel text
in a known language, Greek, and an Ancient Egyptian script—two, in
fact.2 It consisted of fourteen lines of hieroglyphs, mostly incomplete,
along with thirty-two lines of demotic and fifty-four of Greek, mostly
complete. This immediately raised hopes of traction on decipherment.
In 1802, and despite France’s loss of the Stone to Britain, two scholars
based in Paris, the French orientalist Silvestre de Sacy and Åkerblad,
his Swedish diplomat student, published studies of the demotic inscrip-
tion. Åkerblad’s was clearly the better, correcting several errors in Sil-
vestre de Sacy’s and pushing substantially further into the script. Yet
the field then stalled, not regainingmomentum until themid 1810s when
Thomas Young and Jean-François Champollion, armed with a substan-
tially larger supply of materials—in particular, the Description de l’Égypte
and later the Philae obelisk (Commission des sciences et arts d’Égypte

1. In 2010, the Macedonian Academy of Sciences and Arts published a purported
proof that the Rosetta Stone demotic records a Slavic language, closely affiliated,
needless to say, to Macedonian itself. The work made no effort to engage with
two centuries’ worth of discoveries about demotic and its relationship to hiero-
glyphs and hieratic, for which reason I decline to cite it directly. It can be found
at http://manu.edu.mk/contributions/NMBSci/vol31p1.html.

2. For studies of the Stone, its history, and its role in decipherment, see Parkinson
1999, Solé and Valbelle 1999, Adkins and Adkins 2000, Ray 2007, and Robinson 2012,
amongst others.
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1809–1822, Bankes 1821)—made the crucial breakthroughs on which the
full decipherments of demotic and hieroglyphs ultimately rest.

Dominant narratives of the decipherment of Egyptian writing are of-
ten hostage to the charisma of clear, iconic hieroglyphs over squiggly,
indistinct demotic and to the Romantic ideal of the lone genius over a
field of complex, collaborative rivalry. Both factors lead to a focus on
Champollion (who, in all fairness, does deserve substantial attention,
just not the monopoly that some accounts afford him). Corrections to
this partial view of history are usually framed in terms of an exagger-
ated Anglo-French rivalry between Young and Champollion, which was
carried on by their fellow countrymen, and others, long after the two
decipherers had largely healed their rift and, indeed, died.

The loser in all of this is Åkerblad. Though he received many acco-
lades following his 1802c publication, his neglect also began at that time
and was rooted in the gatekeepers of the institutions of orientalism that
were then being erected. Yet the methods that he deployed on the de-
motic of the Rosetta Stone were readily applicable to its hieroglyphs.
They could never have led to a full decipherment. However, they could
have advanced key findings and reshaped hypotheses that were ambi-
ent when Young and Champollion joined the fray. Subsequent history
might have been very different.

To make this case, section 2 presents Åkerblad’s methods and re-
sults, emphasising in particular his willingness to go beyond the demotic
text, repairing the Greek and venturing into the hieroglyphs. Section 3
briefly outlines why Åkerblad did not go on to further study of the Stone.
Section 4 then examines what he might have discovered, had he had the
opportunity to carry his investigation further into the hieroglyphic text.
In particular, I argue that he could have partially deciphered the con-
tents of the Stone’s two hieroglyphic cartouches, identifying the names
and epithets they contain and gaining insight into the extent of phono-
graphic writing for foreign names, Egyptian names, and normal Egypt-
ian words. Finally, section 5 shows that these results would have im-
pacted on the field in at least five ways, confirming hypotheses of previ-
ous work and preempting later results of Silvestre de Sacy, Young, and
Champollion.

2. Åkerblad: Method and Results

My claims about Åkerblad’s potential contributions to the study of hi-
eroglyphs are based on the expertise in Coptic that won him access to the
Rosetta Stone lithographs (section 2.1), the methods that he deployed in
his study of demotic and the results he drew from them (section 2.2),
and his imaginative ability to leverage small finds to push beyond the
confines of the demotic text (section 2.3).
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2.1. Access

Johan David Åkerblad came to study the Rosetta Stone by a rather cir-
cuitous route. An orientalist by inclination and training, his diplomatic
posting brought him to a Paris that had shortly before received a trea-
sure trove of Coptic and other manuscripts, Napoleon’s Vatican booty.
He buried himself in these, producing studies of both Phoenician and
Coptic (Åkerblad 1802a,b). The latter was crucial to his gaining access
to the tightly guarded Rosetta Stone lithographs.

In his wanderings through the new acquisitions at the Bibliothèque na-
tionale, Åkerblad had come across a short passage of an unknown in-
voluted script at the end of a Coptic manuscript. His powerful com-
mand of that language enabled him to see that the script was an or-
nately cursive form of Coptic. He quickly deciphered and translated
the passage, writing his findings up as a lettre to Silvestre de Sacy. The
latter forwarded the work, with his own brief cover letter, full of praise
for Åkerblad’s Coptic prowess, to the editor of the Magasin encyclopédique,
where it was duly published. Åkerblad’s letter finished with a plea to
his teacher (quoted more briefly at the opening of this article; Åkerblad
1802b, p. 494):

Je desire bien vivement, Monsieur, que l’inscription de Rosette, plus digne d’exercer
la sagacité de ceux qui savent le copte, soit bientôt publiée avec vos savantes remarques.
… certes il est temps que l’on fasse connoître aux savans ce monument depuis longtemps
desiré, et qui, probablement un jour, nous conduira à la connoissance de l’ancienne
écriture ægyptienne.

I desire most lively, Sir, that the Rosetta inscription, much more worthy
to exercise the wisdom of those who know Coptic, soon be published with
your wise remarks. … surely, it is time that long-desired monument, which
will probably lead us one day to a knowledge of ancient Egyptian writing, be
made known to scholars.

The study to which Åkerblad alludes had been underway for some
two years at the time and the authorities above Silvestre de Sacy had
begun to lose patience. The twice victorious decipherer had written
his results up (Silvestre de Sacy, 1802a) with evident embarrassment at
their shortcomings. Possibly to save face, he suggested that someone
with greater knowledge of Coptic might be capable of greater progress.
The confluence in print of these three factors—Silvestre de Sacy’s lack of
Coptic competence, his ample praise of Åkerblad’s, and the latter’s plea
for scholarly access to the Rosetta inscriptions—made Åkerblad’s access
to the precious lithographs all but inevitable. Silvestre de Sacy could at
least be comforted that he was ceding access to his own protégé; but his
feelings on this point would soon change.



The Rosetta Stone Squandered 197

2.2. Decipherment

Åkerblad’s starting point might be termed ‘Leibniz’s lemma’. With typ-
ical acuity, Leibniz had observed, in a letter of published in a multilin-
gual compendium of the Lord’s prayer, that proper names in bilingual
inscriptions provide an entry point for decipherment (Leibniz, 1715,
p. 23):

Extant apud Palmyrenos & alibi in Syriâ, & vicinis locis complures inscriptiones
antiquæ duplices, partim linguâ & Characteribus gentis, partim Græcè expressæ, quæ
magnô studiô ex ipsis saxis describi deberent. Inde enim fortasse constitui Alphabetum
posset, & linguæ indoles tandem cognosci, cum Græca versio adsit, & Nomina Propria
interveniant quorum eadem ferè in Patrio & Græco sermone pronunciatio erat.

Among the Palmyrenes and elsewhere in Syria, and in the neighbouring
places, there are several ancient double inscriptions, partly expressed in the
language and Characters of the people, partly in Greek, which should be de-
scribed with great study from the rocks themselves. For, when there is a
Greek version, and Proper Names appear, the pronunciation of which was
nearly the same in the Native and Greek languages, from this perhaps an Al-
phabet might be established, and the character of the language finally known.

Leibniz was the first to formulate this use of proper names explicitly.
Earlier applications of the principle are to be found in Agustín 1587, a
limited venture into Iberian, and Halley 1695, an unsuccessful attempt
on Palmyrene.

Åkerblad’s procedure was, first, to find repeated proper names, us-
ing the ratio of Greek versus demotic text lengths as a guide to their
position. (For instance, names that appeared in lines 13 and 27 of the
54-line Greek text should be located around lines 8 and 16 of the 32-line
demotic, that is, a quarter- and half-way through each.) Names found in
this way served as landmarks from which to locate further names, espe-
cially nonrepeated ones. When sufficient names had been found, he set
about distilling an alphabet, looking for letters shared between names
that shared sounds. Finally, pushing beyond proper names, he looked
for further legible words in semantically plausible contexts. Examples
of his haul of names and other words are given in Fig. 1 and his resulting
alphabet, in Fig. 2.3

Åkerblad’s contribution was not in the originality of his method.
Previous decipherers had leveraged proper names in a similar fashion:
Barthélemy for Palmyrene and Phoenician (1759, 1764) and Silvestre de

3. Image files are drawn from public-domain copies available at https://archive.
org,https://biodiversitylibrary.org, and https://books.google.com. I have not lo-
cated copies of the Institut d’Égypte lithographs used by Åkerblad. Slightly anachronis-
tically, I have used the 1803 engravings published by Society of Antiquaries (Vertue,
Basire, Basire, and Basire, 1815).
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Ptolemy

Alexander, Alexandria

Aëtos

Arsinoë

Areia daughter of Diogenes

Irene daughter of Ptolemy

Pyrrha daughter of Philinos

Benerikes

Egypt

Greek (‘Ionian’)

Osiris

taxes (< syntaxēis)

Fıgure 1. Demotic names and words isolated by Åkerblad

Fıgure 2. Åkerblad’s demotic alphabet

Sacy for Middle Persian and Parthian (1793), studies of which Åkerblad
was well aware (Åkerblad 1802c, p. 4). Indeed, Silvestre de Sacy (1802a)
had attempted the same strategy during his two-year monopoly. The
results were, by his own admission, meagre. Åkerblad’s contributions
lay in his ability to see this method through in what, it would much later
emerge, was not a simple alphabetic script of the kind where Barthélemy
and Silvestre de Sacy’s had enjoyed success. His results extended well
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beyond his alphabet and concerned both the decipherment of demotic
and insight into the rest of Stone.

Some of his discoveries corrected Silvestre de Sacy’s errors. The lat-
ter had arrived at the—frankly, in the context of Near Asiatic scripts,
odd—notion that ‘Alexander’ was spelledwith four initial capitals. These
are in fact stacked letters, the components of which are clearly dis-
cernible, as comparison of Fig. 1 and 2 shows. Åkerblad further iden-
tified that was ‘many’, not, as Silvestre de Sacy had it, the goddess
‘Isis’, amongst several similar results.

More impressively, Åkerblad slipped the tether of proper names pre-
cisely where it would have hobbled him. Not all proper names are alike
in their propensity to match across languages. Ethnonyms in particu-
lar are prone to mismatch (as the French, German, Italian, and Polish—
allemand, Deutsch, tedesco, niemiecki—and indeed English for ‘German’ illus-
trate). Åkerblad deciphered that Egyptians called their country (some-
thing akin to) khemi, like the Biblical ‘Land of Ham’ חם) ḥām), and re-
garded Greeks as wynn ‘Ionians’. Both appellations depart from the
Greek.

Åkerblad’s discoveries confirmed that Coptic was the linguistic key
to Ancient Egyptian. Georg Zoëga (1797, pp. 455, 552–553) had drawn
attention to the similarity of Coptic words and the readings that Greek
sources had attributed to some hieroglyphs. The sources were thin and
the readings, scant, however. They amounted at best to a weak hypoth-
esis about the relationship between Coptic and the language of Egypt-
ian monuments. Åkerblad pinned this down by identifying ašai ‘many’
(in fact, ʕšʔy), which corresponds to Coptic ⲁϣⲁⲓ ašai ‘many’, and nierfēwi
‘temples’ (in fact, ỉrpy), responding to Coptic ⲉⲣⲫⲉⲓ erfei ‘temple’. He con-
cluded (Åkerblad, 1802c, p. 40) que la langue Copte contient les débris de l’ancien
égyptien, et qu’elle doit par conséquent servir à interpréter notre inscription ‘that the
Coptic language contains the remnants of ancient Egyptian, and that it
must, in consequences, aid in interpreting our inscription’—an insight
that would become orthodoxy (Bunsen, 1845).

Åkerblad drove the Coptic-Egyptian connection home through dis-
coveries at the level of individual letters and their form. The Coptic al-
phabet is very obviously adopted from the Greek. However, it contains
a handful of characters of non-Greek origin. Åkerblad showed that these
stemmed from demotic. For instance, the ϣ š of Coptic ⲁϣⲁⲓ ašai ‘many’
in the previous paragraph clearly resembles the corresponding symbol
in the middle of the demotic word ašai (ʕšʔy). Likewise, ϭ č of ⲛⲓⲥⲟϭⲏ
nisočē ‘left’ answers to the second last (second from left) symbol of
(Åkerblad, 1802c, 46, pl. 1).4 The continuity both of sounds and sym-

4. Curiously, these characters retained their sinistroverse orientation when ex-
ported to a dextroverse script.
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bols strongly suggests continuity of language too (though the degree of
similarity between Coptic and Ancient Egyptian would remain subject
to debate for some time; Bunsen 1845, Hincks 1848).

2.3. Beyond Decipherment

Åkerblad’s results extended beyond the demotic script and into the
Rosetta Stone itself. He realised that the demotic was a translation of
the Greek, not the reverse. One illustrative argument concerned the
transliteration of Greek names. In the demotic, male names end in -s, as
per ptlwmys ‘Ptolemy’, ʔlksʔntrs ‘Alexander’, and ʔyʔtws ‘Aëtos’ (until fur-
ther notice, I use current readings of the script, rather than Åkerblad’s).
No female names do (as in ʔrsynʔ ‘Arsinoë’, ʔryʔ ‘Areia’, and hrʔnʔ ‘Irene’),
with one exception: brnykʔs ‘Berenice’. By parity with other female
names, it should have been brnykʔ. This name occurs as the first in a
long string of genitives, for which the Greek feminine singular coincides
with masculine nominative s. The erroneous s is explained, Åkerblad
reasoned, if the scribe was translating the text from Greek as he carved.
Presented with yet another name ending in s, he copied that sound into
the demotic. Only afterwards, for the other members of the list, did he
realise that the s was part of the Greek declension, not the name itself.
(One wonders how he or his supervisors reacted.)

Not only did Åkerblad correct the ancient scribe of the Rosetta Stone
but he did the same to contemporary copyists. The inscriptions had
been reproduced in Egypt by the Napoleon’s savant army in an early
attempt at (literal) lithography. The innovative technology was not en-
tirely reliable and one error it produced occurred in the phrase ‘in the
priesthood of Aëtos son of Aëtos’ (line 4 of the Greek). The copy trans-
formed α to δ, warping αετου ‘of Aëtos’ into δε του (there are no spaces
in the Greek).5 The phrase thus produced came in for particular com-
ment in Ameilhon’s (1803) study of the Greek and he suggested that it
(or just its article) was emphatic, translating the whole as sub pontifice Aete
… quidem, that is, ‘under the priesthood of Aëtos indeed’. The demotic
made clear to Åkerblad that this unusual phrase was wrong. The Egypt-
ian text clearly repeated the name ‘Aëtos’ (Fig. 1, bottom left). A litho-
graphic slip had wiped a generation of Aëtoses from history. Åkerblad
restored them.

He used the demotic further to restore the Greek text from the miss-
ing bottom right of the Stone: ‘in each of the temples of first, second,
and third rank, in which a statue of the King shall be erected’. Crucially

5. Throughout the article, I use small caps for Rosetta Stone Greek, in imitation
of the Stone itself.
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for the argument that follows, Åkerblad supported this infill via a brief
foray into the hieroglyphic text that surmounted the demotic. In the
tally marks of 𓏺 𓎔𓏻𓎔𓏼𓎔 , he saw a clear parallel for the rather more opaque
numerals on the demotic and a completion of the sequence ‘first … sec-
ond …’ partially present in the damaged Greek.

3. What Happened Next

Åkerblad’s contribution was substantive and ambitious but its imme-
diate aftermath was mixed. There were accolades, including honorary
memberships of academic institutions, dedicated editions of journals,
and triumphant epithets from their editors (Thomasson, 2014). How-
ever, there was also criticism. Friedrich Münter, the almost-decipherer
of Old Persian cuneiform, rightly observed that the task was far from
done (Thomasson, 2013, p. 239). (No one appreciated at the time that
there was far more to demotic than its consonantal alphabet. This in-
sight had to await Young 1830 and Brugsch 1848, amongst other works.)
More influential was Silvestre de Sacy’s reaction. Despite his fustian en-
dorsement of several of Åkerblad’s key points, he rather pointedly with-
held endorsement from others. Even without mounting a cogent case
against them, his stature was such that the effect was chilling. Writing
to Young thirteen years later, Åkerblad explained (Leitch 1855, p. 31;
‘[perhaps]’ is his addition) that:

as I had not the good fortune to satisfy the mind of the learned oriental-
ist, to whom the letter was addressed, who formally declared, that ‘[perhaps]
some remaining attachment to the ideas which he had himself advanced, em-
barrassed his opinion, and prevented his full conviction’ of the truth of my
interpretation, I felt no further inclination to continue an investigation, in
which nobody would have been interested, after such a declaration from one
of the most learned men in France. I was besides at that time intrusted [sic.]
with a diplomatic commission, at first in Holland, and then in France, which
made me abandon almost entirely all further inquiry respecting the Inscrip-
tion of Rosetta.

This quotation makes clear that Silvestre de Sacy’s reaction was not
the only factor that diverted Åkerblad from further investigation. His
career as a diplomat in the service of Sweden, a position that ill-fitted
his antiroyalist convictions and that he would eventually abandon, pre-
ferring Rome to orders to return home, also intervened. Deprived of
the Rosetta Stone lithographs, he nonetheless continued to contribute
to orientalist linguistics, specifically Arabic and Samaritan, via the Lei-
den library (Thomasson, 2013, p. 242).

Silvestre de Sacy’s role in depriving the field of Egyptology of what
might have become one of its leading lights appears more deliberate
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than accidental. Åkerblad was one of three contemporary scholars who
studied Egyptian place names in the hope of further insight into the
ancient language of the country. The others were Etienne Quatremère
and the eventual decipherer of hieroglyphs, Jean-François Champollion.
Of the three, Silvestre de Sacy favoured his fellow royalist Quatremère.
Champollion rushed his study to print once news of Quatremère’s broke.
Åkerblad’s study, by contrast, had the misfortune to fall into Silvestre
de Sacy’s hands, where it languished in a deliberate act of what Young
would have called ‘literary injustice’:

M. Étienne Quatremère … traitait avec beaucoup d’érudition le même sujet … Je
crus alors inutile de donner aucune publicité au mémoire de M. Akerblad, qui me re-
procha même, non sans quelque fondement, d’avoir été cause qu’il avait été prévenu
parM. Quatremère. … j’avais fini par perdre de vue son mémoire manuscrit, qui était
resté entre mes mains. Une circonstance dont il est inutile de parler m’en ayant rap-
pelé le souvenir, j’ai cru convenable d’en faire jouir le public, et de réparer ainsi le tort
involontaire dont je m’étais rendu coupable envers l’auteur.

M. Étienne Quatremère … treated the same subject with much erudition
… I thought it then useless to give any publicity to M. Åkerblad’s memoir,
who yet reproached me, not without some foundation, for having been the
cause of his preemption by M. Quatremère. … I ended up losing sight of his
manuscript, which remained in my hands. Having been reminded of it by a
circumstance of which it is useless to speak, I thought fit to offer it now to the
public, and thus to repair the involuntary wrong of which I had been guilty
towards its author.

Silvestre de Sacy wrote these words in 1834. Åkerblad had died in 1819.
His manuscript, the first of two intended parts, had been completed al-
most a decade before (Åkerblad, 1834 [1810], p. 435). The question that
the passage and its double use of ‘useless’ rather raises, is (as Thomasson
2014, p. 285 observes), “Useless for whom?”

Åkerblad’s continued study of Coptic after 1802 and his work on Ara-
bic and Samaritan make a compelling case that he would have continued
with his investigations of the Rosetta Stone, had his professional and
personal circumstances been different.

4. What Might Have Happened

In the closing paragraph of his Lettre, Åkerblad remarks that jusqu’à présent
je n’ai eu le temps d’examiner que fort légèrement [la partie hiéroglyphique] ‘I have
had time to examine but most lightly [the hieroglyphic part]’ of the in-
scription (1802, p. 63). What would have happened had he had time,
inclination, and encouragement to apply his methods and mind to the
Rosetta Stone hieroglyphs?
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4.1. Finding Ptolemy

The obvious starting point for any attempt on the Rosetta Stone hiero-
glyphs are its cartouches. In a sea of unfamiliar symbols, these ringed
and repeated portions of text stand out. The surviving fragments of the
hieroglyphic inscription contain two distinct cartouches, one short, one
long. As the right alignment in Fig. 3 highlights, the short one is the
initial portion of the long. The long cartouche occurs three times: near
the end of the inscription (end of line 14), at the start of line 12, and
around the middle of line 6. The short one occurs twice, both times on
line 6, shortly after the first long cartouche. Just as these double- and
triple-repeated sequences seem to be highlighted to draw the reader’s
eye, so do they draw the decipherer’s.

Fıgure 3. The long cartouche of the Rosetta Stone subsumes the short one

Zoëga’s study of hieroglyphs, a major component of his magnum
opus on obelisks, which appeared just before the discovery of the Rosetta
Stone, established two key results relevant to these cartouches. First, he
had used repeated phrases, occurring sometimes with and sometimes
without line breaks, to establish the direction in which hieroglyphs
were read, namely, against the direction in which figures in profile face
(rightwards reading of leftward-facing fragments, leftwards reading of
rightward-facing ones). Åkerblad would have been able to confirm this
direction of reading—or arrive at it independently—based on the sin-
istroverse order of ‘first, second, third’ 𓏺 𓎔𓏻𓎔𓏼𓎔 .

Second, Zoëga and his predecessor Anne-Claude-Philippe de Tubiè-
res-Grimoard de Pestels de Levis Caylus had hypothesised convergently
as to the function of cartouches, three decades apart. Caylus, or rather
his assistant Barthélemy, reasoned by way of captioned portraits and the
formulaic structure of obelisks (1762, p. 79):

Je pense que … ces hiéroglyphes … sont réunis dans des ovales ou des quarrés, pour
représenter peut-être des noms de Rois & de Dieux. C’est ainsi que sur la bande in-
férieur de la Table Isiaque trois Figures principales sont accompagnées d’inscription
hiéroglyphiques, renfermées dans de petites tables de différentes formes; c’est ainsi que
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sur chaque obélisque les hiéroglyphes renfermés dans des ovales, sont communément
distingués des hiéroglyphes que contiennent les ovales des autres obélisques; ….

I think that … these hieroglyphs … are gathered in ovals or squares, to
represent perhaps the names of Kings and Gods. It is thus that on the lower
band of the [Bembine] Table of Isis, three main Figures are accompanied by
hieroglyphic inscriptions, enclosed in small tables of different shapes; it is
thus that on each obelisk the hieroglyphs enclosed in ovals are commonly dis-
tinguished from the hieroglyphs contained in the ovals of the other obelisks;
….

Zoëga by contrast compared the in-cartouche text with its surrounds
(1797, pp. 465–466):

Conspiciuntur autem passim in Aegyptiis monumentis schemata quaedam ovata
sive elliptica planae basi insidentia, quae emphatica ratione includunt certa notarum
syntagmata, sive ad propria personarum nomina exprimenda sive ad sacratiores for-
mulas designandas. …; uti nec illa syntagmata in alio loco inveniuntur, quae sunt
ovatis schematibus inclusa.

In Egyptian monuments, certain schemata are everywhere seen set in an
oval or flat elliptical base, which, by way of emphasis, include expressions
corresponding to proper names of persons or more sacred formulae. …; nor
are those expressions which are included in oval shapes found elsewhere [on
the monuments].

Caylus’ reasoning was inapplicable to the Rosetta Stone but Åkerblad
could readily have checked that contents of his cartouches were indeed
confined to quarters as Zoëga had specified. The question then was
which names and/or sacred formulae the Rosetta Stone cartouches were
likely to contain.

Common sense says to look for ‘Ptolemy’ on that which is Ptolemy’s.
This is precisely how Åkerblad had begun his investigation of the de-
motic. If the correct approach, then the short cartouche would be
‘Ptolemy’ with zero or more epithets and the long cartouche, ‘Ptolemy’
with at least one epithet more.

The reasoning by ratios that Åkerblad had used to locate names in the
demotic confirms these assocations. The first long cartouche, around
the middle of line 6, is three times as far from the final long cartouche
as the second one is. The final cartouche occurs near the end of the
hieroglyphic text, hence almost at the end of line 14, whereas the second
occurs near the start of line 12. Thus the first and second cartouches are
at distances of eight and half and just under three lines from the last
one. This gives an approximate ratio of three to one. In the demotic,
the phrase (epithetised ‘Ptolemy’) occurs with the same
ratio of distances, ten lines and three-and-a-bit lines, from the end (more
specifically, towards the end of line 22 and two thirds of the way along
line 29 in a 32-line text).

Distribution of the remaining cartouches further supports the iden-
tification of ‘Ptolemy’. Both short cartouches occur in quick succession
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after the first long one. This points the decipherer to the start of line 23,
where there are indeed two occurrences of , the very sequence
that Åkerblad had deciphered as ‘Ptolemy’. Figure 4 aligns this and the
previous demotic phrase in the same fashion as Fig. 3, showing that the
demotic, like the hieroglyphs, share their initial (right) segments. Thus,
the long-short-short pattern of the cartouches on line 6 of the hiero-
glyphic text matches that of ‘Ptolemy’ with and without epithets on lines
22–23 of the demotic.

Fıgure 4. A second superstring/substring pair: demotic correspondents of the
long and short cartouches

There is a problem, however. The demotic ends with
instead of the epithetised ‘Ptolemy’ , which a completely
parallel text would lead us to expect. (Åkerblad would have been primed
for such mismatches, having discovered several between the demotic
and Greek.) Only the very first character and the last few of the two
images coincide. Åkerblad might have seen the initial character as the
opening curve of the cartouche. Instead, he misread this ‘punctuation
mark’ as Coptic m, an article. Notwithstanding, he would not have been
at an impasse here. The opening portion of what should be the fi-
nal cartouche is ubiquitous in the demotic text, with well over two dozen
occurrences. Its recurrence in quick succession on line 1 of the demotic
suggests the reading ‘king’, given the repetitions of the root βασιλ- on
line 1 of the Greek: βασιλευοντος του νεου και παραλαβοντος την
βασιλειαν παρα του πατρος κυριου βασιλειων μεγαλοδοξου ‘In the
reign of the youth who has inherited the kingship from his father, Lord
of Kingdoms great of glory’.6 ‘King’ is a common-sense alternant with
‘Ptolemy’. Their interchangeability is confirmed by (line 28mid-
dle), which comprises the demotic equivalent of the long cartouche but
with ‘king’ in place the demotic ‘Ptolemy’. The phrase that concludes
the demotic passage of the Rosetta Stone is, then, precisely that from
line 28 but with a further epithet inserted in the middle.

6. The translation follows Quirke and Andrews 1988.
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The absence of the expected demotic correspondent to the long car-
touche at the end of the text is therefore not merely not a problem: it
is a boon. The interchangeability of ‘king’ and ‘Ptolemy’
suggests that the short cartouche is simply ‘Ptolemy’ alone, without ep-
ithets.

4.2. Fixing the Epithets

Fıgure 5. Homologies: the long cartouche and its demotic correspondent

With themeaning of the shorter the cartouche possibly fixed, the next
question is which epithets embellish ‘Ptolemy’ in the longer cartouche.
Placing the longer cartouche above the corresponding demotic reveals
a clear homology in the characters that follow ‘Ptolemy’ (Fig. 5). The
crook of the ankh and the sweep of the serpent are recognisable in both.
This is obvious to anyone undertaking a decipherment-level inspection
of the material but the underlying principle had previously been iden-
tified. Half a century before Åkerblad, Caylus (1752, pp. 70–72) had
written:

les lettres Égyptiennes proprement dites, n’étoient au fond que des hiéroglyphes
pareils à ceux des obélisques, mais simplifiés & modifiés par le besoin & par l’usage.
… pour s’en convaincre, on n’a qu’à jetter les yeux sur le No. I. de la XXVIe. Planche.

Egyptian letters, properly so-called, are at root but hieroglyphs like those
found on obelisks, yet simplified and modified by need and by usage. … to
convince oneself of this, one need only cast an eye on [Fig. 6].

There is then a mismatch between the hieroglyphs and the corre-
sponding demotic. (As we have already seen with regard to the fi-
nal cartouche, the two texts are not exact translations.) The demotic
is ‘Ptolemy’+X and the hieroglyphs, ‘Ptolemy’+X+Y. In the Greek,
the king’s name occurs with fullest epithets as πτολμαιοσ αιωνοβιοσ
ηγαπημενοσ υπο του φθα θεοσ επιφανησ ευχαριστοσ ‘Ptolemy, the
everliving, beloved of Ptah, the god manifest, the benevolent’. (This
counts as three epithets because ‘god manifest’ and ‘benevolent’ always
cooccur.) Assuming the order of epithets to be invariant between the
three Rosetta Stone texts, X could be ‘the everliving’ and Y, either a sec-
ond epithet ‘beloved of Ptah’ or a sequence of two ‘beloved of Ptah, the
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Fıgure 6. Caylus’ hieroglyphic-demotic homologies

god manifest, the benevolent’; or X could be the longer phrase ‘the ever-
living, beloved of Ptah’, in which case Y could only be the remaining
epithet ‘the god manifest, the benevolent’.

Evidence fromHorapollo whittles these options down. HisHieroglyph-
ica reports that 𓋹 represents ‘time’,7 𓆓‘eternity’, and 𓌺 ‘love’ (book 1,
chapters 42 and 1 and book 2, chapter 26, respectively; Cory 1840, pp. 5,
64, 104). ‘Time’ and ‘everlasting’ support reading X as ‘the everliving’.
‘Love’ supports reading Y as being or including ‘beloved of Ptah’.

Scholars from the mid-nineteenth century onwards came to realise
that Horapollo was rather unreliable. However, this was not known at
Åkerblad’s time, before and after which he was a standard source for
studies of hieroglyphs (Kircher 1654, Zoëga 1797, Champollion 1824).
Åkerblad was not alone in the fealty he afforded Classical sources.
He believed, for instance, that demotic had seven vowel characters
(Åkerblad, 1802c, p. 56) based on a mere passing illustration of the
importance of enunciation in Demetrius’ second-century style manual
(Roberts, 1902, 104–105, §71):

Ἐν Αἰγύπτῳ δὲ καὶ τοὺς θεοὺς ὑμνοῦσι διὰ τῶν ἑπτὰ φωνηέντων οἱ ἱερεῖς, ἐφεξῆς
ἠχοῦντες αὐτά, καὶ ἀντὶ αὐλοῦ καὶ ἀντὶ κιθάρας τῶν γραμμάτων τούτων ὁ ἦχος
ἀκούεται ὑπ᾿ εὐφωνίας, … ἀλλὰ περὶ τούτων μὲν οὐ καιρὸς μηκύνειν ἴσως.

In Egypt the priests, when singing hymns in praise of the gods, employ
the seven vowels, which they utter in due succession; and the sound of these

7. A more accurate reading, closer to the actual one of ‘life’ (ʕnx), would have been
available to Åkerblad via the ecclesiastical histories of Socrates Scholasticus (book
5, chapter 17) and Salaminius Sozomen (book 7, chapter 15), which, in relating an
early trademark dispute (ankh versus crucifix) between pagans and Christians at the
destruction of Temple of Serapis, give the reading ‘life to come’ (Schaff and Wace,
1890, pp. 127, 386).



208 Daniel Harbour

letters is so euphonious that men listen to it in preference to flute and lyre.
… But perhaps this is not the right time to enlarge on these matters.

Horapollo is certainly no less reliable a reporter of Egyptian customs
than Demetrius. The likelihood that Åkerblad would have trusted him
in a study of hieroglyphs is high.

It is therefore probable that he would have parsed the longer Rosetta
cartouche as:8

𓇌𓌺𓎛𓊪𓏏︸ ︷︷ ︸ 𓆓𓂂𓏏 𓋹︸ ︷︷ ︸ 𓍯𓃭𓐝𓇌𓋴 𓊪𓏏︸ ︷︷ ︸
||
| ||| Ptolemy
|| everliving

beloved
of Ptah

with shorter cartouche interpreted as ‘Ptolemy’ alone.

4.3. Reading the Hieroglyphs

Appealing as the foregoing results may be, they are not, in my opinion,
particularly substantial. Their value lies in how theywould have enabled
Åkerblad to achieve more arresting results by reapplying reasoning he
had used in his study of demotic.

Åkerblad had established that names were written phonographi-
cally in demotic. Read according to his decipherment (for which he
used Coptic transcription as a convenience), ‘Ptolemy’ is eight letters
long ⲡⲧⲗⲩⲙⲏⲟⲥ ptlwmēos. This is one less that the nine-letter Greek
πτολεμαιοσ, which uses a digraph where demotic does not. The
number of hieroglyphs is within the same ‘margin of error’. Hiero-
glyphic ‘Ptolemy’ consists of seven or eight signs (depending onwhether
Åkerblad would have viewed 𓇌as one sign or two). There may not be
any homology of characters as there was for ‘everliving’, but there is a
suggestive homology of length. This would reconfirm the identification
of the short cartouche as ‘Ptolemy’ and open the possibility that the hi-
eroglyphic spelling was much as phonetic as the demotic.

The long cartouche feeds this hypothesis or indeed leads to it inde-
pendently. Hieroglyphic ‘Ptolemy’ shares several signs with its epithets.
𓊪𓏏 occurs at the start (right) of both 𓍯𓃭𓐝𓇌𓋴 𓊪𓏏 ‘Ptolemy’ and 𓇌𓌺𓎛𓊪𓏏 ‘beloved
of Ptah’; and 𓇌is last (leftmost) in the latter, penultimate in the former.
To an English reader, one particular hypothesis is obvious: that 𓊪𓏏 repre-
sents the shared pt of ‘Ptolemy’ and ‘Ptah’. This is fortuitous, however.

8. Hieroglyphs as per Werning and Lincke 2019.
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In the Greek and its French transcription, the onsets of these names dif-
fer: πτολεμαιοσ and Ptolémée versus φθα and Phtha. Åkerblad’s native
Swedish spellings of these names, resembling the English, might have
helped him. But alphabetic vagaries need not detain us. Evidence from
Åkerblad’s own work shows that he was well able to formulate the hy-
pothesis that the shared hieroglyphs correspond to shared sounds.

An initial starting point might have been Greek grammarians like
Aristides Quintilianus, Aristotle, and Dionysius Thrax (Allen, 1968,
p. 16). They recorded that, before <φ> and <θ> were sounded as the
continuants /f/ and /θ/, they stood for the aspirates /ph/ and /th/. The
mismatch between ‘Ptolemy’ and ‘Ptah’ was not as large as /pt/ to /fθ/
but only /pt/ to /phth/.

The Lettre shows that Åkerblad had made this connection and in fact
a broader one. Commenting on the demotic spelling of ‘Philenos’ with
an initial p, he writes (1802, pp. 24–25):

La première lettre que nous avons reconnue jusqu’ici pour un P, représente ici le Φ,
Ph; ce qui, j’espère, ne souffrira aucune difficulté. Les Égyptiens ont cependant une
lettre aspirée qui répond plus particulièrement au Φ des Grecs; mais il paroît qu’ils
n’étoient pas très scrupuleux sur le changement des lettres du même organe. Leurs
descendans, les Coptes, prennent à chaque instant la même liberté; ils écrivent, par
exemple, ⲣⲉⲃⲉⲣⲛⲟⲃⲓ au lieu de ⲣⲉϥⲉⲣⲛⲟⲃⲓ, &c.

The first letter, which we have hitherto recognised as a P, represents here
a Φ, Ph; which, I hope, will cause no difficulty. The Egyptians have, though,
an aspirated letter which responds more particularly to the Φ of the Greeks;
yet it appears they were none too scrupulous in changing letters of the same
organ. Their descendants, the Copts, take the same liberty at every moment;
they write, for example, ⲣⲉⲃⲉⲣⲛⲟⲃⲓ [rebernobi] instead of ⲣⲉϥⲉⲣⲛⲟⲃⲓ [refer-
nobi], &c.

This passage takes the correlation one step further than is needed here.
Åkerblad recognises that letters for homoorganic sounds (by which,
most likely, he intends specifically obstruents) are liberally substituted
for one another. He cites in support an example of Coptic <ⲃ> being
used for /f/ and /b/. Elsewhere (Åkerblad 1802c, pp. 48–49; again using
Coptic to transcribe the demotic), he addresses the alternation between
<ⲡ> and <ϥ>, which ordinarily denote /p/ and /f/ respectively, noting
that ⲙ̀ⲡⲟⲩⲣⲟ or ⲙ̀ϥⲟⲩⲣⲟ are equally valid representations of ‘the king’.

In his response to Åkerblad’s Lettre, published as an appendix thereto,
Silvestre de Sacy wrote (Silvestre de Sacy, 1802b, p. 66):

Il n’y a assurément rien à dire contre les suppositions par lesquelles vous substituez
le Π au Φ, le Τ au Δ et la Κ au Γ; et c’est une des idées les plus heureuses que vous ayez
pu employer pour vous frayer la voie au déchiffrement de cette inscription.

There is surely naught to be said against the assumptions by which you
substituteΠ forΦ [p for f ], Τ for Δ [t for d], andΚ for Γ [k for g]; and it is one of
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the happiest ideas that you could employ to clear a path to the decipherment
of this inscription.’

An implication of Åkerblad’s broad formulation of substitutability is
that, orthographically, the ts of ‘Ptolemy’ and ‘Ptah’ were just as inter-
changeable as the ps. Towards the end of the Lettre (Åkerblad, 1802c,
pp. 55–56), he addresses an instance of this in the context of assessing
a purported problem identified in Silvestre de Sacy’s earlier study (Sil-
vestre de Sacy, 1802a). I quote the passage in full as it will be relevant
shortly:

toute la phrase Grecque ηπαγημενος υπο του φθα est exprimée par le seul mot
ϥⲧⲁⲙⲉⲓ ou ϥⲧⲁⲙⲁⲓ qui signifie la même chose. Cette composition n’est pas exacte-
ment conforme à l’usage de la langue Copte, dans laquelle on diroit bien ⲙⲁⲓϥⲑⲁ pour
désigner quelqu’un qui aime Phtha ou Vulcain, mais pas aussi grammaticalement
ϥⲑⲁⲙⲁⲓ celui qui est chéri de Phtha: cependant je ne la crois pas contraire au génie
de la langue; et ces petites discordances entre l’ancien idiome et le langage moderne ne
doivent pas nous étonner.

the whole Greek phrase ηπαγημενος υπο του φθα is expressed by the sin-
gle word ϥⲧⲁⲙⲉⲓ [ftamei] or ϥⲧⲁⲙⲁⲓ [ftamai], which means the same thing.
This combination does not quite conform to usage in the Coptic language, in
which one would say ⲙⲁⲓϥⲑⲁ [maifθa] to designate one ‘who loves Phtha or
Vulcan’, but not with equal grammaticality ϥⲑⲁⲙⲁⲓ [fθamai] ‘he who is cher-
ished by Phtha’: notwithstanding I do not think it contrary to the spirit of
the language and these little divergences between the ancient idiom and the
modern language should not surprise us.

The alternation crucial to the current argument, between <ⲧ> and <ⲑ>
in ϥⲧⲁ/ϥⲑⲁ ‘Ptah’, passes without comment. It is therefore evident that
Åkerblad could readily have recognised ‘Ptolemy’ and ‘Ptah’ as having
started with the same sounds in Egyptian.

Still, syntax poses a potential impediment to seeing that both names
were written with 𓊪𓏏. The Greek for ‘beloved of Ptah’, ηπαγημενος
υπο του φθα, places ‘Ptah’ at the end. If 𓊪𓏏 spells the beginning of ‘Ptah’,
then the name must be phrase initial in the Egyptian. The passage just
cited—which we are lucky to have as Åkerblad included it au hasard ‘at
random’ as a single example of several others excluded for fear de fatiguer
votre patience, et d’outre-passer les bornes d’une lettre ‘of trying your patience
and overstepping the bounds of a letter’—recognises this fact directly. It
argues that the long Greek phrase is translated by a single, and crucially
Ptah-initial, word ftamei/ftamai. (The Egyptian word order can be better
captured in English as ‘Ptah-beloved’.)

The reading of 𓇌𓌺𓎛𓊪𓏏 as ftamei/ftamai returns us to the second overlap
in hieroglyphs between ‘Ptah-beloved’ and ‘Ptolemy’. Given 𓍯𓃭𓐝𓇌𓋴 𓊪𓏏
ptolemaios, Åkerblad could well have supported his readings by conclud-
ing that 𓇌represents the /ai/ sound common to ftamai and ptolemaios, thus
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finding a second instance of phonography in the hieroglyphs he could
tentatively read.9

5. Plausibility and Impact

In this counterfactual history of decipherment, I have deliberately
avoided implausible steps (as in footnote 9), leaps that seem sensible
only to modern scholars who know what the ultimate solution was. Ex-
tremely able scholars did not take the path sketched above. The next to
take up the baton, more than a dozen years after Åkerblad, was Young.
His landmark Encyclopaedia Britannica article, though substantive in its
progress on the script, contained numerous errors, misreading ‘Ptah’ as
‘loved’ for instance (Young, 1824 [1819], pl. 76). Small as this particular
mistake is, it would have undone the argument above. It thus cannot be
taken as given that Åkerblad would have followed the path we have just
traced.

Nonetheless, his doing so is plausible. The steps above are in keep-
ing with his work on the Rosetta Stone demotic and at the same time
sympathetic to his general mindset. Åkerblad and Young differed fun-
damentally in the role they afforded phonography in Egyptian writ-
ing. Åkerblad sought to extract the alphabet that he believed had been
promised by Plutarch (Of Isis and Osiris §56; Thuault 2018). Young re-
garded phonography as marginal in all Egyptian writing. His ency-
clopaedia article refers to Åkerblad’s alphabet as ‘supposed’. Later, he
was more emphatic: ‘no [explanatory] alphabet would ever be discov-
ered, because it had never been in existence’ (Young, 1823, p. 13). With
fewer materials at his disposal, Åkerblad had amore constrained domain
to investigate and was more open to phonographic hypotheses along-
side the logographic reading his Lettre adduced for 𓏺 𓎔𓏻𓎔𓏼𓎔 (‘first’, ‘sec-
ond, ‘third’; section 2). The steps above conform to the reasoning he
had employed in his analysis of the demotic and/or build on analysis of
his predecessors. Indeed, several crucial insights (especially concerning
the interchangeability of letters and crosslinguistic differences of word
order) were explicitly formulated by him.

9. The correct reading of 𓇌𓌺, namelymere, would have supported the same conclu-
sion, given the variable representation of vowels in demotic, which Åkerblad identi-
fied, to Silvestre de Sacy’s distaste. However, it is excessively anachronistic to impute
this reading to Åkerblad. For mere, one must allow for single signs that stand for sev-
eral sounds at once, like 𓌺 mr (mer). Although Young advocated such readings, it took
evidence from the Description de l’Égypte (Commission des sciences et arts d’Égypte,
1809–1822) for him to make the step. Understanding of biliteral signs did not emerge
until half a century after Åkerblad (Rougé, 1853).
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Had Åkerblad pursued this route, the impact on contemporary un-
derstanding would have been substantial, advancing decipherment in
five different ways. First, Caylus and Zoëga had argued that cartouches
contained names and similar formulae. Åkerblad’s reading of the short
cartouche as a name and the long one as a name plus epithets would
have proven this conjectural argument correct.

The idea that Egyptians would ignore signs’ inherent semantics to
write names phonetically was not proposed until 1811, in a Chinese-
inspired footnote to Silvestre de Sacy’s review of the study of Coptic
place names that he had favoured over Åkerblad’s (Silvestre de Sacy,
1811, p. 184):

On sait que les Chinois … sont obligés quelquefois d’employer un certain signe pour
avertir que les caractères qui entrent dans l’expression d’un nom propre, sont réduits
à cette seule valeur. Je conjecture que dans l’inscription hiéroglyphique de Rosette, on
a employé au même usage le trait qui entoure une série d’hiéroglyphes.

We know that the Chinese… are obliged at times to use a particular sign to
warn that the characters that enter into the expression of a proper name are
reduced to this single [phonetic] value. I conjecture that, in the hieroglyphic
inscription of Rosetta, the feature that surrounds a series of hieroglyphs was
used for the same end.

There are two elements to Silvestre de Sacy’s conjecture, one correct,
one not.

The correct part is that hieroglyphs used for proper names might be
read phonetically. Reading 𓍯𓃭𓐝𓇌𓋴 𓊪𓏏 as ‘Ptolemy’ only makes sense in
phonetic terms. To construe the signs semantically, one would have to
claim that a lion on something apparently platform-like, surrounded by
reeds and a lasso, themselves flanked by a fold, a square, and a semicir-
cle (now known to be cloth, a mat, and a loaf), represented the meaning
‘Ptolemy’ to the Egyptian mind. Kircher (1654, 1666) was the reductio
ad absurdum of such interpretations. By the time of Zoëga, such fan-
tasies had been abandoned but no concrete understanding of how hi-
eroglyphs could be used to write proper names (or much else) had yet
been achieved. The phonetic use of hieroglyphs for /p/, /t/, and /ai/
would have been Åkerblad’s second contribution, anticipating Silvestre
de Sacy’s conjecture about cartouches by almost a decade.

Avoiding the incorrect part of Silvestre de Sacy’s conjecture would
have been Åkerblad’s third contribution. He suggested that the car-
touche itself signalled to the reader the suspension of semantic read-
ing and the switch to phonography. Champollion (1824) would eventu-
ally show that phonetic readings were ubiquitous outside cartouches but
Åkerblad could have forestalled the converse half of Silvestre de Sacy’s
error. The presence of the ankh sign, meaning (from available sources)
‘time’ or ‘life to come’, in the phrase ‘everliving’, would have strongly
suggested the semantic readings remained available within cartouches.



The Rosetta Stone Squandered 213

The discovery that Egyptians wrote not just foreign names like
‘Ptolemy’ but their native names like ‘Ptah’ phonetically was a piv-
otal moment in decipherment history, marking Champollion’s decisive
break from Young. So important and contentious was it that Cham-
pollion did not include it (except as a promissory note) in his 1822 Let-
tre. Instead, it waited until his 1824 Précis, a work six times the length
of the Lettre, where the claim could be elaborated at leisure. Åkerblad’s
fourth potential contribution, the discovery of the onset of ‘Ptah’ written
phonetically, would have presaged this result by two decades. It might
possibly have altered Young’s antiphonetic thinking—in which case, the
whole history of decipherment could have looked very different.

Finally, the presence of 𓇌read phonetically in ‘beloved’, that is to say,
in a word, not a name, might have led to the tentative hypothesis that
phonetic writing was not confined to names. This possibility was not
mentioned in Champollion’s Lettre. It had to await the Précis even to be
formulated. The conceptual space for this insight could have been ear-
marked decades earlier by applying Åkerblad’s methods to hieroglyphs.

6. Conclusions

Institutions need to guard standards of scholarship. Spurious decipher-
ments—‘the Rosetta Stone demotic is Slavic Macedonian’, ‘the Voyn-
ich manuscript is an unknown Romance language’, ‘the Phaistos Disk
is early Georgian’ (again, I omit references deliberately)—need to be
recognised as such. One way to achieve this is to reexamine past de-
cipherments and the tools that led to them, ensuring that these are ac-
cessible, well understood, and subject to repeated verification. I have
attempted to do this above by demonstrating that Åkerblad’s methods,
which proved successful for demotic, would have yielded material in-
sight into hieroglyphs, advancing the field by some twenty years.

Although guardians of standards, those of us in institutions need also
to guard against ourselves, making sure we do not overlook crucial con-
tributions from quarters that we have deliberately or inadvertently ex-
cluded. Åkerblad is far from an isolated case in the history of decipher-
ment or academia more broadly. His research foundered not just be-
cause his diplomatic obligations took him elsewhere but because he was
discouraged and denied opportunities to advance his thought and field.

Decipherment is the bedrock of philography, the study of writing
systems. A key philographic finding is the highly convergent evolution
of independent writing systems designed for disparate languages. This
convergence looks mysterious if we think of writing systems only as the
products of specific peoples, languages, cultures, andmaterial resources.
Convergence is expected, however, if we view all writing systems as the
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product of a single, shared object, the human mind. A proper appre-
ciation of the power of the decipherer’s rather spartan toolkit provides
important insight into the mental forces that mould writing. So viewed,
decipherment constitutes its own pathway to insight into the human ca-
pacity for language.
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