
FROM HIEROGLYPHS 
TO EMOJIS
A Study of Contemporary Symbols



What is a Symbol? 

■ Symbols have been used throughout time to represent ideas, family 
groups, organizations, and emotions/feelings as an image.

■ Earliest forms of writing date back 60,000 years ago and represent 
the earliest form of modern human thinking. 

■ Every civilization to have ever existed has used symbols in some way 
to communicate. 



■ Where and how do we encounter images in our modern world?

■ How can a person “read” a symbol as text? 



■ How do symbols help us understand the lives of people of different 
times, places, and cultures? 

■ How are symbols used to impact views of a society?



Homework: 

■ Research 2-3 contemporary “movements" (EX: environmentalism, 
feminism, liberalism, Christianity, Black Lives Matter) and the symbols 
used to represent them. 

■ Write these down, collect images on your Pinterest page, or print your 
findings so that you can share these tomorrow. 



Symbols and Printmaking

■ Before the invention of the printing press during the 15th century, 
symbols were a major form of communication. 

■ After, literacy rates went up and textual information was readily 
available to common citizens. However, symbols still prevailed. 

■ Printmaking is the practice of making multiple, identical artworks from 
a single source. 



■ Printmaking predates the printing press.

■ An artist draws, carves, or etches an image on to a surface (plate, 
linoleum, wood), then applies ink to that surface and presses it on to 
paper. 

■ There are various types of printmaking techniques with varying results



Types of Printmaking
■ Woodcut

■ Oldest printmaking technique
■ Artist carves negative space out of wood and prints 

the positive space. 

The Great Wave off Kanagawa
Hokusai, c. 1830



• Etching
• Artist “draws” image on to a sheet of wax coated 

metal
• Plate is soaked in acid different lengths of time.
• Acid eats away at the “drawn”
• The longer it sits in acid, the bolder and darker 

the lines become.



• Screen Print
• Artist uses an ink-blocking stencil applied to a screen
• Ink is wiped across the screen and selectively passes 

through the stencil.
• Today, this process is most commonly used to create 

images on clothing.



• Linocut
• Similar to woodcut, instead of wood, image is carved 

from a sheet of linoleum. 
• Negative space is carved away and positive space is 

printed.



Reduction Printing

■ Artist uses one block but prints multiple colors.

■ Artist goes back and forth between carving and printing. 

■ After each layer (color) is printed, that layer is then carved 
away.



Homework: 
■ Scenario: 

■ Congratulations! You just graduated from The School of Design. You 
have been hired by the president of a movement (one of the 
movements you researched last night) to design a logo that 
symbolizes the essence of their cause. 

■ Your design must be understood by the public easily and represent 
the movements belief(s).

■ By tomorrow you must design and color a symbol for your boss’s 
approval.
– You must include at least 3 colors AND white
– No words may be included


