
Emojis and Ancient Egyptian Hieroglyphs 

Emojis are often compared to Egyptian hieroglyphs because both use pictures to 

express meaning. However, Egyptian hieroglyphs were a writing system like the 

alphabet you are reading now and could be used to write anything. Instead of using 

letters for sounds, the ancient Egyptians used signs (pictures).  

Emojis are used differently. They add extra meaning to writing, a bit like how tone of 

voice and gestures add extra meaning when we’re speaking. You could write this 

paragraph using the emoji-alphabet at the top of the answer sheet, but that’s not how 

emojis are normally used. 

Aside from using signs instead of letters, there are lots of differences between the 

Scots and English writing systems and the ancient Egyptian one. For example, 

Egyptian hieroglyphs could be written either right to left or left to right and were often 

written in columns from top to bottom. 

Hieroglyphic writing didn’t use vowels. The name for this sort of writing system is an 

abjad. You can write out English and Scots with an abjad rather than an alphabet and 

still understand it without too much difficulty. For example: Ths sntnc sn’t vry hrd t rd. 

The biggest difference between alphabetic writing systems and the ancient Egyptian 

one is that in hieroglyphic writing a sign could be used in three ways. It could be used 

as a word (ideogram); as a sound (phonogram); or as an idea-sign (determinative) to 

make things easier to understand.  

For example,  could be used as an ideogram for the word ‘bee’; as a phonogram 

for the first sound in ‘belief’; or as a determinative added to the end of the word ‘hive’ 

to distinguish it from ‘have’ and ‘heave’, which would all be written the same: hv. It 

was actually quite rare for signs to be used as ideograms. When this happened, a little 

line was placed after the sign to show it stood for a whole word and not a sound.  

The place-name puzzle uses emojis as ideograms to stand for whole words and as 

parts of other words like  ‘castle’ and  ‘dug’ + ‘lass’ for Castle 

Douglas. Egyptian hieroglyphs weren’t really used like this. Instead, each consonant 

had a sign and these were used to spell out words. 

The signs chosen for each sound were usually words which started with that sound. 

This is called acrophony.1 A sign used for one letter is called a uniliteral. The 

hieroglyphic system also used signs for groups of two or three sounds. A sign for two 

sounds is called a biliteral; a sign for three sounds is called a triliteral. 

 
1 The emoji alphabet used for the answers uses acrophony. Each sign starts with the sound it represents, apart f rom X 
as English and Scots don’t have any words that start with the ‘ks’ sound. Z is ‘za’, which is short for pizza. F is ‘fee’ , 

which is the f irst letter of  the runic alphabet. A is ‘aurochs’, but it’s really an ox. The word for ox was the f irst letter of  
the Phoenician alphabet, which our alphabet is descended f rom. If  you write a capital A, turn it upside down and draw 
eyes in, it still looks like an ox’s head! 



For example,  ‘croc’ could be used as a triliteral sign for the sounds k-r-k. This 

sign could stand for the words ‘kirk’, ‘creek’, ‘crook’, ‘croak’ etc. To tell these apart, a 

determinative would be placed after each one. See if you can work out which is which: 

    

Having one sign for three sounds could make writing a lot shorter than having one sign 

for each sound. However, hieroglyphic writing almost always spelled out the second 

and third sound of each group of sounds anyway. Signs used to do this are called 

‘phonetic complements’. Doing this means that rather than writing ‘kirk’ as krk, it 

would be written out as krk + r + k + [place of worship], with just as many signs as the 

Scots word ‘kirk’ has letters: 

 

See if you can work out which place-name from the puzzle has been written out in this 

way: 

    
st kr sw [farm] 

 

 

Instead of writing words out one sign after the other, signs were often grouped 

together like this: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 



Activity Ideas 

1. Make your own sign-list with one picture for each letter of the alphabet. 

English and Scots use pairs of letters for some single sounds. Try making 

up single signs for ch, ng, sh, th and wh. 

Think of common groups of sounds like sn and fr and make up your own 

biliteral signs. You could even make up your own triliteral signs too, for 

groups of sounds like str. 

2. Try writing your name using uniliteral (one letter) signs. After that, see if you 

can add biliteral signs. Finally try adding in the second letter (phonetic 

complement) of the biliteral sign. See which you like best.  

As an example, ‘snail’ would look like this, with ‘snow’ as the biliteral sign for 

sn: 

 Alphabet Abjad (no vowels) 

Uniliterals 

  

Uniliterals and 

biliterals 
  

+ phonetic 

complement 
  

 

3. Once you’re happy with your writing system, draw out your name in hieroglyphs 

on a big sheet of paper and colour it in. Try grouping the signs together rather 

than writing them one after another. Egyptian writers didn’t like leaving blank 

spaces so arranged hieroglyphs to fill up as much space as they could. 

4. Writing with pictures adds extra meaning to words that you can’t hear when 

they are spoken. ‘Snow-lion’ is a weird image for snail. You can use these extra 

meanings in poems, stories and artwork. Try writing a poem or story about the 

signs in your name. 

5. Practise reading an abjad. You can use Replace in MS Word to remove the 

vowels from a document. To open Replace press Ctrl+H. Type ‘a’ into the ‘Find 

what’ box and leave the ‘Replace with’ box blank. Click ‘Replace All’. After that 

do the same for e, i, o and u. 

6. Writing out anything more than a few sentences in hieroglyphs takes a long 

time. However, you can use the computer to speed up the process. Here’s how 

to do it: 

Have pictures for each of your signs ready on the computer. You could 

download emojis from openmoji or draw your own signs on the computer.  

To replace a letter with a picture, first copy the picture using Ctrl+C or 

right-clicking on your picture and selecting ‘Copy’. 

https://openmoji.org/


In your document open Replace by pressing Ctrl+H. Type the letter you 

want to replace into the ‘Find what’ box. Type ‘^c’ into the ‘Replace with’ 

box (^ is on the same key as 6). Click ‘Replace All’. 

If you have individual signs for th, ch etc. you can replace these by typing 

both letters into the ‘Find what’ box. You can do the same thing for 

biliterals and triliterals if you have any. Make sure you replace these 

groups of letters in your document before single letters. 

7. Once you have converted your text into hieroglyphs, practise reading it. It will 

be difficult to begin with, but it quickly gets easier. 

8. Give your hieroglyphic text and sign list to someone and see if they can 

decipher it. Using hieroglyphs is a great way of writing secret codes! 
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