
Champollion didn’t know how to read.

He only knew how to decipher, was capable of following

attentively, over the course of hours and days, the shape of

letters first, the contour of hieroglyphs a little later, but incapable

of forgetting the mediation of the signs, as if he wanted to

extract a secret from each and every one of them. Earlier, like

everyone (but who remembers it?), he had had to forgo reading

the language of the stars, without at the same time limiting

himself to the books whose titles he saw shining in fine gold

on the shelves of the paternal library. So it is with a hint of

resignation that he applies his genius to human things; and

even if he goes back as far as possible in space and time (as far

as the waterfalls of the Nile, as the Flood so to speak), he

knows from often having contemplated the sky that vastness

is no less great when peopled with monsters or divinities, and

that the void cannot be filled by a few arbitrary names, in spite

of what astronomers and priests would like us to believe.

Despite his clear-sightedness tinged with sadness, despite

the apathy into which he sometimes seems to sink, Champollion

never forgets that “enthusiasm is the true life.” The passion

he showed even in childhood and that seems stronger than

himself, the curious magnetism to which all those who

came into contact with him testified, were perhaps inherited

from a charlatan, whose prediction made him a desig-

nated genius. Thanks to this miraculous birth (like that of
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Ramses*1), he knows what to think of miracles, and the family

legend which gives him equal shares of assurance and doubt pre-

disposes him perhaps to disperse the clouds of mysticism around

the hieroglyphics, even if centuries of ignorance and the troubling

history of a meaning lost and then rediscovered prevents us from

seeing them as signs like any others.

To decipher this script alleged to be sacred, to admit finally that

the image of a vulture, an owl or a horned serpent marks a sound

of the human voice as much as it seems to emulate nature, but also

for the joy of recognizing a lion in the name of Cleopatra, Champollion

methodically (“neither through charlatanry nor mysticism,” he

will assert afterwards) undertakes to learn Arabic and Hebrew at

an age when most instead cultivate being bored with having to

translate Latin, and undertakes to read Herodotus, trying to untangle

the true from the false. With the same determination, he will go to Paris

to take classes at the Collège de France, very quickly coming to speak

as an equal with professors who will not always appreciate this;

with the same love, he will go to listen to the Mass read in Coptic,

will examine bad copies of the Rosetta Stone with a magnifying

glass, will faint from emotion in front of his brother when he is

quite certain of his discovery, will drink at last the water of the Nile

before returning to the banks of the Seine sick and at the end of his

strength though he isn’t yet forty.

But it’s all very well to classify, translate, interpret hundreds

and thousands of inscriptions: this is not yet reading, if one accepts

that reading means on the contrary no longer seeing the presence

of signs, so that a river in the grasslands might appear in place of

the twists and turns of writing, a crenellated castle in the place of

the more regular characters of the printer, and, as in illuminations,

an abundance of fruits, leaves, and flowers behind the disappearing

letter, making us believe that things could be born of language as

_______

1. The  asterisks refer to the “Scholia” placed at the end of the volume.
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if from a horn of plenty. This crossing of signs, transparent to the

point of being invisible, also allows passing from one tongue to

the other and making the dead speak. But if this colorful and

compelling view borrows from memory (to the point of confounding

the forests of the New World with what remains of woods in the

Ile-de-France, or any collapsed wall with the ruins of a temple, and

of recognizing a familiar silhouette in the likeness of a king as in

that of a foundling), it is without any memory of learning to read,

of that forgotten effort we turned into a magical operation, in the

course of which words and things began their conjuring tricks in

our minds. Champollion, on the contrary, does not want to leave

this time behind, wants to prolong this operation ad infinitum, or

at least relive it at will. Ever since he first worked at deciphering,

since he learned to read by following the movements of his

mother’s lips and with the help of the réclames in old books*, he

hasn’t tired of seeing meaning appear, as if coming back to life each

time.

One time however, forced to relinquish his work because of an

attack of gout, and perhaps relaxing after too serious a childhood,

Champollion agrees to read more for entertainment. However, as

if to prove that he is incapable of it, someone reads aloud to him.

He describes it himself, on January 16, 1828, in a letter to the

woman whom he calls “Zelmire,” an Italian poet to whom he had

given this theatrical and affectionate surname the better to make

her his confidante:** “December 26, the gout that probably wanted

to be the first to give me my New Year’s gift came and insolently

settled on my left knee where it remained until the day before

yesterday, without counting a four-day foray that it made to my

left foot. For two days now I’ve been finally free of it and have left

the bed or sofa on which I spent long hours, incapable of the least

occupation. They read novels to me during this time and I recommend

to you in particular those of the American Cooper, above all The
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Last of the Mohicans, The Pioneers and The Prairie, which form a sort

of series.”

In following this novelistic path, Champollion is for several

days far from Egypt — where he has, moreover, never gone, but

where he will take himself the following summer to copy thousands

of hieroglyphs, to sweat in the blaze and breathe the stale air of

the tombs in a desert which he made his adopted country, and

which old maps marked with a recumbent lion with the caption

UBI RUGENT LEONES, to indicate the beginning of a realm where

you hear only the roaring of wild animals in place of human

speech. However, thanks to one of those detours which present

themselves to the scholar as well as to the stroller, and only seemingly

take them out of their way, Champollion among the Mohicans is

at the heart of his preoccupations: not only hieroglyphs, but the

words of the tribe, and beyond language the thousand and one

ways of being a man. Even if he doesn’t share the beliefs of his con-

temporaries, who see in the American Indians the lost descendants

of the Egyptians, “the morals and customs of the savage nations”

awaken in him an ethnographic concern, and remind him of the

cruel lessons of history.

Consequently, we can imagine with him the unexpected

encounter with a civilization that he strives to bring back to life,

and with another which will soon disappear: in the light of the

setting sun, on the road that souls travel, the pharaoh and the

Indian chief greet one another in silence. Behind them generations

are lined up, comparing their headdress, their bows and arrows,

their ostrich and eagle plumes, their bodies painted red and their

arms crossed on their chests, the gilded fingernails of one and the

scars of the other. What they don’t reveal and what Champollion

never stops telling himself, is that the pale faces who massacred

the bison are the descendants of the Romans, who set fire to the

library of Alexandria.
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