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2. Varlous scripts, one written language

Ancient Egyptian belongs to the Afro-Asiatic language family (also
known as Hamito-Semitic), found in northern Africa, the eastern
Mediterranean, and western Asia. Fgyptian shares similarities with
Akkadian, Arabic, and Hebrew, and differs from Indo-Furopean
languages like English, French, and German. The spoken language
evolved steadily until it was gradually replaced by Arabic after the
Arab conquest of Egypt in 640 CE. Five stages of the ancient Egyptian
language are now recognized: Old Egyptian, Middle (or Classical)
Egyptian, Late Egyptian, Demotic, and Coptic. These were written in
four different scripts: Hieroglyphs, Hieratic, Demotic, and Coptic.

2.1, Ancient hieroglyphs, a visual |

The term “hieroglyph,” meaning “sacred carving,” i a Greek trans-
lation of the Fgyptian phrase “the god's word,” used during early
Greek contact with Egypt to distinguish the ancient pictorial scripe
from contemporary handwriting (demotic). The ancient Egyptian
writing system is renowned for its use of hieroglyphs depicting an-
imals, plants, humans, and objects from the real world.552 The plc-
torial nature of the script long obscured the fact that it represented a
spoken language, a mizconception that delayed itz decipherment for
centuries. Like the Roman alphabet used for English, hieroglyphs pri-
marily represented sounds In the Egyptian language, supplementsd
by signs indicating meaning.

Only a small percentage of ancient Egyptians, perhaps 1%, were
literate. Among this minority, literacy in everyday cursive scripts and
sacred hieroglyphs differed significantly; most literate individuals
likely only read the former. Very few would have been able to read
and write the hieroglyphs reserved for formal and religious monu-
ments, In the rest of ancient Egyptian society, most people encoun-
tered writing through oral presentations of texts, such as reading
letters or decrees, singing poetry, or reciting religious texts.

Given that Egyptian was recorded for over 4,000 years, the gap
between the archaic and late stages of the language is as vast as that
between Old Latin and Modern Ttallan. Significant phonetic changes

a1 5 occurred over this period, gradually influencing written forms, with
Rashid, Prolemalc Pariod, 196 BGE certain text genres more susceptible fo these changes. For instance,
E?;:I'E‘:ﬂ‘ﬂm ;5572:2%3'2““'“ religious texts preserved a traditional form of Classical Middle Egyp-
@rustaos of tha Brmish Musoum tian for centuries, while personal letters tended to reflect the con-
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