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The artisan with his prototype obelisk..

Local Talent:

Karl Backus
Ancient Egypt

Transported to Hawai'i

Article by Denning Powell,
PMKCA Member

Photography by Karl Backus
& Denning Powell

Something about the Hāmākua Coast attracts creativity. That’s the working hypothesis,
anyway. And here’s yet another case in point: Karl Backus, a Renaissance man in both
hand and mind, merges both to recreate Egyptian obelisks in the hills of Pa'auilo.

Okay folks, here’s a really different story… at least on the surface. I mean, Egypt in
Hawai’i? C’mon! But down deeper, it’s a much more familiar story: an artist chasing
creativity. Or maybe creativity chasing the artist.

Karl Backus is the son of an artist mother and an engineer father. It thus would seem – in
the context of that old “nature vs nurture” debate – that he got the best of both: the genes
to create, and an environment that encouraged it. “I got a lot of hands-on training in my
youth,” he reflects, “mechanics and materials and how things fit together and work. And
my mom visited Egypt and the pyramids. So maybe the seed got planted early in the back
of my mind.”

But that Egypt seed didn’t flower right away. Karl moved here from San Diego almost thirty
years ago, working as a mechanic while he developed a sideline in large format

https://pmkca.org


photography. This is an art form in which the photographer uses a specialized high-
resolution camera and prints the photo on large canvasses. For many years, capturing the
beauty of Hawai’i was his main creative outlet.

But then the Egypt seed flowered. Ten years ago, he reports, “I was laid up in bed for two
months with a pinched nerve. Couldn’t do anything physical. Egypt somehow popped into
my head. In addition to all that ancient art and architecture, I’d always been interested in a
culture that made such great things happen. Totally different than the movies, where
slaves dragging blocks are getting whipped up the sides of the pyramids.

"The different elements of that culture actually were quite synergistic: farmers, builders,
artisans, ruling class, they understood each other. There was respect for different roles,
and relationships that got things done. So, while I was flat on my back, I went online and
got a couple dozen art history books that immersed me in the ancient culture along with its
art. In doing that, I got truly hooked by the mystery of a symbol-based language, and how
meaning was conveyed by those hieroglyphs, which was their form of written language.”

Once his pinched nerve problem resolved, Karl
decided to try making Egyptian obelisks -- using
modern materials and construction techniques
but holding true to that ancient form of
language.

At this point in our conversation, Karl decodes
for me the message on the west face of his
prototype obelisk: Beloved husband, the mighty
bull, great son of the sun, forever and ever.

On the west face of the obelisk, the hieroglyphs
are read from top to bottom, and are formed into

the concrete surface by molds.

And on the opposite east face of the
obelisk, the message (with symbolic
inference to Nefertiti) decodes as:
Beautiful wife, lady of splendor,
charming and sweet, forever and ever.

The east face of the obelisk.

“Of course, these messages come from five thousand or more years ago, and nobody
knows how ancient Egyptians actually spoke, or what their words sounded like,” Karl
clarifies. “And even with the Rosetta Stone and later archaeological discoveries there’s still
a lot of debate about how hieroglyphs translate into modern-day language.”

To date, Karl has made ten small to medium obelisks, and tested out various materials
and assembly techniques. It’s been quite a journey, in an intricate creative process that
demands mechanical skills along with artistic sensibilities.

“Here are some of the steps”, Karl tells me as he scrolls down his photo archives:



“I studied art books and took photos so I
could make molds that faithfully
represented the actual Egyptian
hieroglyphs. Originally, I was going to
carve my 150 molds by hand but that
proved too difficult. So I learned to use
modeling software and cut the master
molds with a CNC milling machine.”

One of the molds for the hieroglyphic
symbols.

“First, I make the formwork for the base,
setting the stones and molds in their proper
places on all four sides. Then I set the
formwork over the stainless-steel cage that
provides it enormous strength.”

Formwork for the base, with the stainless-steel
cage behind.

“Pouring concrete is always messy, but in
this kind of artwork it’s also quite
tricky. The concrete mix needs a flow-
enhancer so that it goes everywhere it
should, and it also needs vibrators to make
sure it fills up all the little cracks and
crevices around the stones and hieroglyph
molds.”

Concrete going into the base formwork.

“The obelisk is even tougher in some
ways. Its shape is tall and skinny and
tapering, and the molds have to be set in
place on the four sides of the formwork with



a precision that matches the carvings of
those old Egyptian stone masons.”

The storytelling hieroglyphs glued into
place on two sides of the obelisk formwork.

“When the base has cured and the
formwork has been stripped off, the faces
are ground flat with a diamond-tipped
grinder with a water feed, then polished to
a smooth shiny surface showing off the
embedded stones. Messy work, but the
result is worth it."

The base, with embedded semiprecious stones,
ground and polished. The central stone has sort
of a Big Island shape. 

The prototype obelisk featured in this article and these photos is not the final version Karl
has in mind; it’s only a 700-lb obelisk on a 700-lb base. His anticipated production will be a
12-ft tall 2-ton obelisk, sitting on a 4-ft tall 2-ton base -- a 8,000-lb combo. That’s about the
weight of two mid-size SUVs. “My first obelisk will be personal,” he says, “a tribute to my
mom and dad and brother. After that, I’ll see who might want me to make one.”

Hawai’i is almost exactly halfway across the planet from Egypt, I point out to Karl,
wondering if there’s a market here for obelisks. “Actually, I’ve found there is,” he replies,
“because of the mysticism, the symbology. That has a definite appeal to kindred spirits in
Hawai’i who have an interest. 

"And of course my market wouldn’t be limited just to Hawai’i. These obelisks are
structures that will endure the test of time – made of concrete with very hard semi-precious
stones and braced with stainless steel rebar and mesh. That durability and longevity – sort
of a bequest from the ancient Egyptians -- has considerable appeal.” He offers the Latin
quote on his website http://www.hotepobelisk.com,

“Ars longa. Vita brevis.  It means life is short, art is everlasting.”

But it’s so labor intensive, and it’s just you, I also wonder. “Yep,” he agrees, “it is for now,
with some occasional help. But I’ve already got most of the equipment I need, including a
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big forklift. I’ve thought about the people I’d need if this thing gets going really well. Maybe
ten folks, a bunch of different skill sets. As for a future business… if I could recreate, just
on a small scale, a collaborative process with those ten folks -- like the ancient Egyptians
had – that would make me really happy. I see their old values as something that would
improve us today. Our modern society needs to move in that direction. More cultural
coherence. Better appreciation of each other. Back to the basics that those old Egyptians
had -- working together toward a common goal. And look what they accomplished!” 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
Next PMKCA Meeting

Thursday, October 14, 2021, 7PM
PMKCA Board of Directors Meeting.

(Given the level of COVID infection on the Big Island and the vaccination
status of some members, the meeting will probably be held via Zoom
Videoconference. Contact a Board member for details.)

We continue to work at the Board and committee level on behalf of our
communities. If you have any interests or concerns, we encourage you to email
any Board member and to attend the July 8 Board meeting.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
RENEW YOUR MEMBERSHIP IN PMKCA FOR 2021!

(It's easy to do - and easy to forget!)
You can find payment options, including an easy PayPal link, on our website,

www.PMKCA.org. Under "Home", click on "Membership/Dues".
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