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Egyptian Hieroglyphs Masterclass 
 

 

Dates Saturday 13 and Sunday 14 July 2019 

Times 10.30 – 17.00  

Location Harry M Weinrebe Learning Centre  

Level Beginners  

Class size Maximum 16 participants  

 
 

Course description 

The ancient Egyptian hieroglyphic script is one of the most widely recognisable writing systems in the 

world, with a history of use that spans three thousand years. Knowledge of how to read the script 

was lost around AD 350 and only regained from the 1820s through the efforts of Jean-François 

Champollion, Thomas Young, and many other subsequent scholars. The Rosetta Stone, which aided 

the initial decipherment, has become a symbol denoting the key to any difficult translation problem. 

Yet how difficult is the hieroglyphic script? This course explores the principles behind the writing 

system, demonstrating how hieroglyphs encoded an expressive, pragmatic, and structured language 

in a logical and exceptionally aesthetically pleasing way. 

 
 

 

Saturday 

We will learn the basics of the script: principles of layout, the categories of sign, formation of words, 

and flexibility of writing choices. We will put these into practice through exercises and will begin to 

read simple objects. By the end of the day, we will be able to recognise how each sign functions in a 

written text and how we can write (‘transliterate’) the Egyptian language in a form that indicates the 

original words and sounds and that helps us to discuss and translate texts. 

 

Sunday 

We next tackle how to read names and dates, building up our understanding of the most common 

phases associated with deities and royal names. We will talk about the process of translation and the 

issues we encounter with real (rather than pre-prepared and typeset) texts. The main feature of the 

day will be learning to read one of the most common texts to spot in any museum exhibit: the 

offering formula. 

 

 
 

Tutor 

http://www.bl.uk/courses


 

 2 

 

This course is led by Dr Sarah Symons from McMaster University, Ontario. Her doctoral thesis and 

subsequent research is focussed on ancient Egyptian astronomical texts, tables, and instruments from 

the Middle and New Kingdoms. She has taught ancient Egyptian language and culture courses at 

Madingley Hall, Cambridge, for 16 years. She is also interested in modern science communication and 

pedagogy, and leads the award-winning Honours Integrated Science undergraduate programme at 

McMaster. Her publications include contributions to history of science books and journals, including a 

Scientific American article on ancient Egyptian star tables. 

 
 

Previous skills, knowledge or experience 

None required. A willingness to participate in group discussion and a love of puzzling things out will 

help you get the most from this course. 

 

Facilities and refreshments 

Please note that the Learning Centre will open to participants 15 minutes before the stated course 

start time. Tea and coffee will be provided at the beginning of each day. Participants will need to 

make their own arrangements for lunch. 

 

On Sunday 14 July please meet at Gate 5 on Midland Road at 10.15am to be escorted into the 

Library. Further instructions about Sunday entry will be given on Saturday. 

 
 


