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How does an academic explain the
importance of ancient hieroglyphics
to modern audiences glued to their

phones? Through the cunning use of
emojis. The Israel Museum in Jerusalem
this week opened the “Emoglyphs” exhi-
bition, comparing the pictograms of
antiquity to those of today. “I usually find
it very hard to explain how hieroglyphs
are used as a script,” the show’s curator,
Shirly Ben-Dor Evian, told AFP. “Then it
occurred to me that some of the things
can now be explained more easily
because we are all writing with pictures
now - it has become very widespread.”

From the heart symbol to little mon-
keys and foaming glasses of beer, the pic-
tograms of our own time have enlivened
discussion on social media and online
messaging since the late 1990s. Some
emojis -from the Japanese word for a
combination of an image and a written
character - have hieroglyphic equivalents,
said Ben-Dor Evian, who argues that the
images are a language in their own right.

The exhibition, in a small gallery within
the Israel Museum, welcomes visitors with
a wall bearing similar pictograms from
both eras. The modern purple-suited
dancer emoji with his hand raised strikes a
similar pose to an Egyptian in a loin cloth
from 3,000 years ago. “There is a similar-

ity in design and shapes, which is very
interesting because there are thousands
of years and very big cultural gaps
between those two systems,” Ben-Dor
Evian said.

Images stronger than words 
In the Egyptian system, hieroglyphs

could designate an object or an idea in

so-called ideograms, indicate the sound
of the word (phonograms) or serve as
classifiers specifying the semantic cate-
gory of the word. Emoji, on the other
hand, are self-sufficient in designating an
idea, a feeling or an object, and are not
intended to be accumulated to form a
sentence, noted Ben-Dor Evian. “When
you use ideographic writing, the image

becomes more powerful than the word,”
she said.

She cites the example of the revolver
emoji, replaced by Apple in 2016 with a
fluorescent green water pistol. “Why did
it change? The reason is, once you start
using picture as writing, then it’s much
more powerful than writing the word
‘gun’. It’s much scarier.” She says the
modern use of pictograms is not so differ-
ent from that in antiquity.

One difference is that the writer
decides how emojis are used, while the
ancient Egyptians had strict rules around
the use of hieroglyphics, believing they
were sacred. The exhibition, “Emoglyphs:
Picture-Writing from Hieroglyphs to the
Emoji,” is open until late 2020 and
includes previously undisplayed items
from the museum’s own collection and
others on loan from abroad.

Among them is a necklace made of
linen and papyrus and covered with gold,
dating from around 100 BC, which bears
the inscription of a scarab beetle, symbol
of resurrection.  It is reminiscent of
today’s ladybird emoji, said Ben-Dor
Evian. “My goal as an Egyptologist is to
show to people that something that is
ancient is still relevant to their lives
today,” she said. — AFP 

Museum explains the emojis of ancient Egypt 

Curator Shirly Ben-Dor Evian presents the exhibition “Emoglyphs: Picture-Writing from Hieroglyphs to the Emoji” at the
Israel Museum in Jerusalem on Dec 19, 2019. — AFP photos

A visitor takes pictures of ancient Egyptian plaques at the exhibition. A video installation shows the image of a man with the emoji of a blue heart
reflected on an ancient Egyptian plaque engraved with hieroglyphs.

A visitor watches a video installation of a woman using emojis to talk.

A visitor looks at ancient Egyptian statues bearing hieroglyphs.

A visitor watches a video installation of a woman using emojis to talk.

Ben-Dor Evian poses for a picture as she presents the exhibition.

It’s a steamy November day in the southern Egyptian
city of Luxor, and the tourists tramping through the
ancient temples of Luxor and Karnak are sweating.

But the city’s famed 7,000-year-old antiquities are
feeling the heat too. Increasingly high temperatures
linked to climate change, as well as wilder weather, par-
ticularly heavy rains and flooding, are taking a growing
toll on the ancient stonework, said Abdelhakim Elbadry,
a restoration expert who works at Karnak temple.

“The changes appear noticeably, in the damage and
cracks of the facades of many graves as well as the
change of the color of the archaeological stones, as a
result of high temperature and humidity,” Elbadry told
Thomson Reuters Foundation. Granite that was once
rose-colored has faded to a pale pink or even light
grey over the last 15 years, he said. “In every archeo-
logical site here in Luxor, you can witness the
changes,” he said.

Climate change is making efforts to protect Egypt’s
famed but fragile archaeological sites even harder,
preservation experts say. From the pyramids and
Sphinx to the Citadel of Qaitbay and an ancient Roman
amphitheatre near the Mediterranean Sea, the country’s
historic sites face growing threats from harsher weather
and rising seas.

Egyptologist Zahi Hawass - the country’s former
Minister of State for Antiquities Affairs - said virtually
all open-air archeological sites in Egypt are in danger
from stronger winds and humidity, higher temperatures
and bigger floods. “I believe that in 100 years all these
antiquities will be gone because of climate change,”
Hawass said, referring to expected serious deterioration
of the monuments.

He said offices staffed by specialists should be set
up near each of the country’s archeological sites to
record the changes taking place, try to find immediate
solutions and to coordinate restoration of damage. He
has called for a joint effort by Egypt and the European
Union to try to mitigate the effects of climate change on
Egyptian antiquities.

Monica Hanna, an archaeologist with the Arab
Academy for Science, Technology and Maritime
Transport, said she believes many Egyptian historic
sites near the Mediterranean Sea could see significant
damage from rising sea levels linked to climate change
within about 30 years. Alexandria, Egypt’s second-
largest city, faces some of the biggest risks. In remarks
in Germany last year, Patricia Espinosa, head of the UN
climate change secretariat, warned that climate change
posed particularly severe threats to low-lying coastal
cities such as Alexandria and Osaka in Japan. Climate
impacts “are not going to get better, they are going to
get worse,” she warned.

But a shifting climate also is just one of the threats to
Egypt’s antiquities, which also face pressure from
everything from worsening air pollution to expanding
settlements as the country’s population grows, Hanna
said. Air pollution can erode the limestone and sand-
stone blocks that make up many ancient structures, she
said, and the construction of housing areas without
proper sewage systems, in areas near historic sites, can
cause “tremendous” damage. Egyptologist Hawas said
visiting tourists also remain a threat to the structures
they flock to admire. “The flashes of mobile phones, the
breathing and touching the antiquities - all these have
really harmful effects,” he said.

Government action
Hussein Abdel Basir, director of the Antiquities

Museum at the Bibliotheca Alexandrina, said the gov-
ernment is taking some action to better protect its
archaeological sites from climate threats. In Alexandria,
the national government has earmarked $14 million to
protect the Citadel of Qaitbay from coastal erosion. “A
total of 4,700 concrete blocks have been dropped in
the water around the citadel in order to protect it from
rising water,” Abdel Basir said.

In addition to that effort, which started in late 2018,
the government is putting in place projects to protect

beaches from higher waves and stop coastal erosion.
Abdel Basir said about 230 foreign-led archeological
missions operate in Egypt, and about 10 percent of
those are carrying out work to reverse degradation
seen in the country’s famed antiquities. But that is still
far too little to adequately deal with the growing cli-
mate change threats, he said. The endangered monu-
ments are “the heritage of the world. It is not only
Egypt’s civilisation that is being threatened, it is the his-
tory of humanity,” he said. — Reuters 

Egypt’s ‘history of humanity’
monuments face climate
change threat

Zahi Hawass, Egyptian archaeologist and former antiquities minister, stands before the Great Sphinx of Giza dur-
ing a lecture with a tourist group on ancient Egyptian history, at the Giza Necropolis on the southeastern out-
skirts of the capital. — AFP 


