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Why Hieroglyphs? (8-11) 

 
Reading for Understanding 
 
1. Why did governments need to develop a system of writing? To keep permanent records. 
2. Describe the early stages of the hieroglyphic writing system in Egypt. First, pictures of objects 

represented the objects; then, pictures began to be used to represent words used for 
concepts. 

3. What is the difference between hieroglyphic and hieratic writing? Hieratic writing is more 
abstract and became used more widely as literacy increased. 

4. How was Greek writing different from Egyptian writing? Greek writing used an alphabet where 
one symbol represents one sound. 

 
Activity 
 
In this article, you learned how Egyptian writing began as a system of pictures of objects that 
represented objects and developed into a system where pictures were used to represent words 
used for concepts. The example of this system of writing given in the article was a picture of a 
bear next to a picture of a line to represent the city, Berlin. Think of three more places whose 
names you can show with this system of writing. Draw the pictures to represent the cities, and 
write the city names underneath. 
 

Pictures Do the Talking (12-14) 
 

Reading for Understanding 
 
1. Why do we use glyphs in our society today? To convey simple information. 
2. How did ancient Egyptians use body parts in their hieroglyphs to convey concepts? A body 

part added on to the end of a word to show verbs of motion, or thoughts and emotions. 
3. What made the meanings of some symbols complicated? Symbols could be used to represent 

a whole word, or they could be used phonetically to represent a sound within a word. 
Sometimes, symbols had more than one whole word meaning. 

 
 
Activity 
 
Art Skill 
 
Using a soft square of clay, write your own name in hieroglyphic symbols. You may choose to 
write your name phonetically or, if your name has a specific meaning, you may choose to write 
your name as one symbol with a whole word meaning. Remember that you can add a different 
symbol to the end of your name to clarify that you are a person or to add additional details to 
your name’s meaning. Let your clay air dry and then display it in your room or classroom. 
 

What Does It Say? (16-21) 
 

Reading for Understanding 



 

 

 
1. How is writing used in Ani’s Book of the Dead? It is a recitation, chronicling Ani’s judgment 

and reception by Osiris. 
2. How is writing used in Princess Kawit’s relief? It shows what the servant would say to her 

when he offers her a drink. 
3. How is writing used in Tchai’s statue? To show that Tchai has made an offering to the god 

Thoth. 
4. How is writing used on Rahotep’s tomb panel? To tell others about his jobs and to request 

specific items for the afterlife. 
 
Activity 
 
Group Discussion 
 
In this article, you read how writing was used by the ancient Egyptians in their religious and 
everyday lives. They used writing to convey sacred information, as in the Book of the Dead, as 
well as other information that was important to them, as in Rahotep’s tomb. How do we use 
writing in our society? Think of everyday purposes for writing, like shopping lists, as well as 
sacred purposes for writing, such as religious texts. The ancient Egyptians often posted their 
information for many people to see. Do we do that? Think of how we used billboards to convey 
information. 
 

Let’s Talk Luwian (22) 
 
Reading for Understanding 
 
Activity 
 
Group Project 
Separate the class into five small groups to research the following aspects of Luwian culture or 
geography: food, clothing, shelter, religion, location. Each group is responsible for learning about 
one of the aspects of geography or culture. They should prepare a presentation and a visual 
aide, such as  a poster, to show their classmates what they’ve learned. 
 
 

Read the Maya Glyphs (23-26) 
 

Reading for Understanding 
 
1. Why was the scribe one of the most honored people in Maya society? Few people could learn 

to write the glyphs and then use them correctly. 
2. Where did the Maya write their hieroglyphic inscriptions? stelae, walls, thrones, vases, jewelry, 

and bark-paper books. 
3. What is the Maya “long-count date”? The date that counts the long period from 3114 B.C. 

when the Maya calendar began. 
4. How does Maya sentence order differ from English sentence order? The Maya ordered their 

sentences in this way: when, what, who. In English, who usually comes before what. 
5. What is an emblem glyph? Emblem glyphs name the kingdom, so they tell us where an event 

took place. 
 
Activity 
 
Research Project 



 

 

 
The Maya kept precise records of the timing of events, using two different calendars, as well as 
“long-count dates”. Using the internet or other resources, find the Maya dates for the following 
events:  
 
1. Today’s date 
2. Your birthday 
3. Any other historical event of your choosing 
 

A Mysterious Disc (27-29) 
 

Reading for Understanding 
 
1. What makes the writing system on the Phaistos disc puzzling? It is unlike other writing 

examples from Minoan Crete. 
2. What three forms of writing were used in the Minoan language? Linear A, Minoan hieroglyphs, 

and the signs on the Phaistos disc. 
3. What do the signs on the Phaistos disc mean? Scholars haven’t yet been able to translate 

them, but some ideas are that it is a calendar, a game board, a preserved object from Atlantis, 
or a modern forgery. 

 
Activity 
 
Hieroglyph Detective 
 
In this activity, you will make up your own set of hieroglyphic symbols and then use them to 
write a message to a partner. Your partner will have to try to translate your message. First, think 
of a short message to write in hieroglyphic symbols. Ideas can include, Meet at table for lunch, or 
Bring ball to recess, or Let’s trade markers. Remember that hieroglyphs can be used to represent 
concepts. So, perhaps your message will be one picture that conveys the action you’ve decided 
to show in your message. Perhaps your message will be a series of two or three pictures showing 
the actions of your message happening in order. Once you have your idea, you’re ready to write 
your message. On one side of an unlined sheet of paper, write a short message in made-up 
hieroglyphs. Use hieroglyph symbols that will be easy for your partner to translate. Feel free to 
use colors to explain your message. On the other side of the paper, write the translation. Note: 
the purpose of any writing is for the reader to understand, so in this activity, the very best 
hieroglyphic message is one that your partner can translate easily. 
 

The Rosetta Stone (33) 
 

Activity 
 
Make Your Own Rosetta Stone 
 
In English, write three separate sentences on a sheet of paper. Leave a space below the last 
sentence. Then, in another language of your choosing, write the same three sentences. You may 
choose a modern language (like Spanish or French or Chinese) or you may choose to write your 
sentences using the Egyptian hieroglyphs in the key on page 15 of this issue. To extend the 
activity, translate the three sentences into one more language, for a total of three languages, or 
transfer your work onto a stone or a block of clay. 
 
 
Culminating Activity 



 

 

 
Map Skill 
 
Using a blank map of the world, locate and label the following places mentioned in this issue. 
Then, choose three places from the list and, on a separate sheet of paper, write a few sentences 
describing the writing ancient people from that area used. 
 
Places: 
 
Aegean Sea Crete Greece Lower Egypt Mediterranean Sea Mexico Nile Delta
 Nile River  Turkey  Upper Egypt 


