
Topic read: the Rosetta Stone  

 

Hieroglyphs 

When people outside of Egypt discovered the large 

amount of picture writing called ‘hieroglyphs’, they 

spent years trying to figure out what the ancient 

Egyptians were saying. Many professionals devoted 

almost their entire lives to making an attempt at 

translation. Try as they might, they just couldn’t 

decipher it. It wasn’t until the Rosetta Stone was 

found, that they had a way to hear the messages of 

the ancient Egyptians. 

 

Discovery of the Rosetta Stone 

The Rosetta Stone was actually found by 

accident by one of the soldiers in Napoleon’s 

army in 1799. Napoleon was fascinated with 

ancient Egypt and spent a lot of time there with 

plans to rebuild a fort. While they were digging 

around in some of the foundations at a town 

called el-Rashid (which means Rosetta) they 

found the stone.  

 

When the British defeated Napoleon, the stone 

became the property of the British and it was 

taken to England in 1802.  

 

 

 

Why is the Rosetta Stone so important? 

The writing on the Stone is an official message, called a decree, about the king. The decree was 

copied on to large stone slabs called stelae, which were put in every temple in Egypt. The Rosetta 

Stone is one of these copies, so it is not particularly important in its own right.  

The important thing is that the decree was inscribed on the Rosetta Stone in three different 

languages: Demotic (which was the Egyptian script used for daily purposes), Ancient Greek (the 

language of the administration after Alexander the Great’s conquest of Egypt) and hieroglyphs.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Demotic_(Egyptian)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ancient_Greek


    

          Demotic     Ancient Greek         Hieroglyphs 

 

Because the inscriptions say the same thing in these three different languages, and scholars could 

already read Ancient Greek, in the early 19th century they were able to work out how to read the 

Egyptian Demotic and hieroglyph inscriptions on the Rosetta Stone too.   

Scholars could then translate hieroglyphs elsewhere too. The Rosetta Stone had become the ‘key’ 

to unlocking the door to the messages and writings found in so many areas of Egypt. From that 

point on, everyone began understanding the hieroglyphs and realised how incredibly smart the 

ancient Egyptians were.  

 

Where is the Rosetta Stone today? 

 

The Rosetta Stone has been on display in the 

British Museum since 1802, with only one break. 

Towards the end of the First World War, in 1917, 

when the Museum was concerned about heavy 

bombing in London, they moved it to safety. It 

spent the next two years in a station on the Postal 

Tube Railway 50 feet below the ground at 

Holborn. 

 

Today, you can see the Rosetta Stone in Room 4 (the Egyptian Sculpture Gallery), and 

remotely visit it on Google Street View.  

 

 Questions 

1. When was the Rosetta Stone discovered? 

2. What is the Rosetta Stone? 

3. Which languages are used on the Rosetta Stone? 

4. Which of those languages could scholars already understand? 

5. Where can you go and see the Rosetta Stone today? 

https://www.google.com/culturalinstitute/beta/streetview/british-museum/AwEp68JO4NECkQ?sv_lng=-0.12747125899841194&sv_lat=51.51918711209975&sv_h=235.41115443231612&sv_p=-11.845452814882776&sv_pid=03uM-NCdPTwEA1fuyubWWA&sv_z=1



