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Abstract— This paper provides a comparative analysis
of the Ancient and Modern Seven Wonders of the
World. It examines the origins, purposes, selection
processes, and geographical scope of both lists. The
analysis shows a major shift: the idea of a "world
wonder" has changed from a Greek-centered list of
grand monuments to a global celebration of human
cultures. The paper also discusses criticisms of both
lists. It concludes that these lists reflect a broader shift
in how human society defines its own greatest
achievements, moving from a regional and elite-focused
perspective to a global and democratic one.

Index Terms— Seven Wonders, Ancient Wonders,
New7Wonders, cultural heritage, UNESCO.

I. INTRODUCTION

The human desire to identify, rank, and celebrate
extraordinary achievements is a timeless cultural
practice, often reflected in canonical lists of “world
wonders.” For more than two millennia, the concept
of the “Seven Wonders of the World” has stood as a
powerful symbol of human creativity, ambition, and
cultural identity [1], [2]. Originally emerging from
Hellenistic travel poetry, the ancient list functioned as
a curated guide to the Mediterranean's most awe-
inspiring monuments. Today, a modern counterpart—
the New7Wonders—was selected through a global
digital vote, representing a 21st-century vision of
heritage and shared human legacy [3], [4].

Though both lists seek to honor pinnacles of human
accomplishment, they differ fundamentally in origin,
scope, and intent. This paper provides a comparative
analysis of the Ancient and Modern Seven Wonders,
examining them not merely as tourist destinations but
as cultural artifacts that reveal evolving worldviews.
In doing so, it builds upon scholarly work in heritage
studies, which emphasizes how lists and designations
shape public memory and global cultural narratives

(51, [6].
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The objectives of this study are threefold. First, it
contrasts the selection processes—elite literary
curation versus mass digital participation. Second, it
analyzes the geographical and cultural representation
in each list, highlighting shifts from a Mediterranean-
centered worldview to a globalized framework.
Third, it explores the symbolic purposes of the
wonders, tracing a transition from celebrating
contemporary power to preserving historical legacy.
This shift reflects a move from antiquity's regional
horizons to today's interconnected, democratized,
and heritage-conscious global community [7], [8]. By
systematically comparing these dimensions, this
paper illustrates how the concept of a "world wonder"
has evolved alongside human society itself.

II. ORIGINS AND SELECTION: FROM
SCHOLAR’S PEN TO GLOBAL CLICK

A. The Ancient List: The Poetics of Marvel

The Ancient Wonders list did not come from a
government or a formal contest. Instead, it grew out
of the travel writing and poetry of the Hellenistic
period, around the 3rd to 1st centuries BCE [9]. At
that time, educated Greek travellers would read
poems and guidebooks that listed remarkable sights
worth visiting. One of the earliest known lists was
written by the poet Antipater of Sidon, who described
“the seven sights of the world” in one of his poems
[10, p. 115]. Other writers, such as Philo of
Byzantium and Herodotus, offered their own
versions, but over time the list settled on seven
famous structures. Importantly, there was no voting
process or official committee. The list gained
authority through repetition in books and poems,
becoming accepted by a small, educated class of
Greek men. In this way, the list reflected the views
and travels of literate elites, not the voice of the
public [2].
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B. The Modern List: Digital Democracy and Global
Branding

The creation of the New7Wonders list could not be
more different. It was the result of a planned,
worldwide campaign that began in 2000, led by
Swiss-Canadian filmmaker Bernard Weber and his
New7Wonders Foundation [4]. The process had two
stages. First, a panel of experts, which included
former UNESCO head Federico Mayor, helped
choose 21 finalists from over 200 nominated sites.
Then, the decision was turned over to the global
public. For seven years, people around the world
were invited to vote by phone and internet in what
was called the first global vote of its kind. The
campaign sparked huge interest and debate, ending
with a live televised announcement of the winners in
Lisbon on July 7, 2007 [3].

C. Comparative Point

The way the two lists were made shows a major shift
in who gets to decide what is important. The ancient
list was curated by a few scholars—it was based on
writing and was shared among educated readers. The
modern list was chosen by millions of people using
digital technology, making it a popular, media-
focused event. This change moves cultural authority
from a closed, text-based tradition to an open, public
vote, reshaping what it means to call something a
“world wonder”.

III. GEOGRAPHICAL AND CULTURAL SCOPE:
THE EXPANDING MAP OF MARVEL

A. The Ancient List: A Mediterranean Microcosm

Confined entirely to the Eastern Mediterranean and

Mesopotamian basin, the Ancient Wonders map the

limits of the Greek known world (oikoumene):

e Great Pyramid of Giza (Egypt, c. 2560
BCE): The oldest and only surviving wonder, a
tomb for Pharaoh Khufu representing the apogee
of Old Kingdom Egyptian engineering and
cosmological belief [11].

e Hanging Gardens of Babylon (Mesopotamia, c.
600 BCE): A legendary terraced garden,
possibly built by King Nebuchadnezzar II for his
homesick wife. Its very existence is debated by
archaeologists, highlighting the list's reliance on
legend and second-hand accounts [12].

e Statue of Zeus at Olympia (Greece, c. 435
BCE): A colossal chryselephantine (gold and
ivory) statue of the king of the gods, sculpted by

LJIRT 191217

Phidias, housed in the Temple of Zeus at the
Panhellenic religious sanctuary of Olympia [13].

e Temple of Artemis at Ephesus (Anatolia, c. 550
BCE): A massive, ornate temple dedicated to the
Greek goddess Artemis, rebuilt several times. It
was more a banking and cultural center than
merely a religious site [14].

e Mausoleum at Halicarnassus (Anatolia, c. 350
BCE): The grandiose tomb of Mausolus, a
Persian satrap, which gave its name to all
subsequent mausoleums. It blended Greek,
Egyptian, and Lycian architectural styles [15].

e Colossus of Rhodes (Greece, c. 280 BCE): A
giant bronze statue of the sun god Helios, erected
to celebrate the city's survival of a siege. It stood
for only 54 years before an earthquake toppled
it, yet its legend endured [9].

e Lighthouse of Alexandria (Egypt, c. 280
BCE): The Pharos, a technological marvel that
guided ships into the bustling Hellenistic port for
centuries using a mirror and fire. It was a symbol
of practical ingenuity and Ptolemaic power [1].

This constellation reflects a profoundly regional and
Hellenocentric worldview. It showcases monuments
from civilizations that interacted directly with the
Greek world: Egypt, Persia, and the Hellenistic
kingdoms themselves [16].

B. The Modern List: A Planetary Patrimony

The New7Wonders are deliberately dispersed across

the globe, representing a conscious effort to create a

geographically balanced “heritage map”:

e Great Wall of China (China, 7th century BCE —
17th century CE): Not a single wall but a vast
network of fortifications, representing millennia
of Chinese imperial strategy, defence, and the
monumental mobilization of labour [17].

e Petra (Jordan, c. 4th century BCE - 106
CE): The “Rose-Red City” carved into sandstone
cliffs by the Nabatean Arabs. It was a crucial hub
for the incense trade, showcasing sophisticated
water management and a fusion of Hellenistic
and Eastern architectural styles [18].

e Colosseum (Italy, 80 CE): The Flavian
Amphitheatre in Rome, an iconic symbol of
Roman engineering, architectural grandeur, and
the brutal spectacle of gladiatorial games that
underpinned imperial social policy [19].

e  Chichen Itza (Mexico, c. 600-1200 CE): A
major city of the Maya civilization, where the
step-pyramid of El Castillo perfectly aligns with
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the sun during equinoxes, demonstrating
advanced astronomical and mathematical
knowledge [20].

e Machu Picchu (Peru, c. 1450 CE): The “Lost
City of the Incas,” a breathtaking mountaintop
estate of the emperor Pachacuti. It exemplifies
Inca mastery of stonemasonry, terracing, and
integration with the sacred Andean landscape
[21].

e Taj Mahal (India, 1632-1653 CE): A Mughal
mausoleum in Agra, built by Emperor Shah
Jahan for his wife Mumtaz Mahal. It is globally
recognized as the ultimate symbol of love and a
masterpiece of Indo-Islamic architecture [22].

e  Christ the Redeemer (Brazil, 1931): A colossal
Art Deco statue of Jesus Christ overlooking Rio
de Janeiro. It is a uniquely modern wonder,
symbolizing Brazilian Christianity, national
identity, and 20th-century engineering [23].

This list tries to tell a global story of human

civilization. It purposefully includes sites from the

Americas, Asia, and the modern era—places the

ancient Greeks never knew about.

C. Comparative Point

The ancient list shows a small, connected world—the
Mediterranean region. The modern list tries to show
the whole planet, picking important sites from across
the globe. This change happened because we now
know much more about the world, and because today
there is a strong desire to include many cultures. Still,
even the modern list is selective and cannot include
every important site [8].

IV. PURPOSE AND SYMBOLISM: FROM
SHOWCASING TO PRESERVING

A. The Ancient List: Built to Impress

For the ancient Greeks, these wonders were meant to
be seen and admired in person. They were symbols
of power, beauty, and skill. People visited them to
feel awe at what humans and gods could create in
their own time [9]. Each wonder highlighted a
different theme: divine power (Statue of Zeus), royal
legacy  (Mausoleum),  engineering  triumph
(Pyramid), civic pride (Temple of Artemis), military
victory (Colossus), technological aid (Lighthouse),
and mythical beauty (Hanging Gardens).

B. The Modern List: Made to Be Remembered

The New7Wonders project was created with a
different goal: to protect and celebrate world heritage
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[3]. Unlike the ancient list, these sites are not about

showing off current power. They are chosen because

they tell important stories about human history.

Each wonder represents a big human idea:

e  Great Wall of China — protection and hard work

e  Petra — clever trade and survival in the desert

e Colosseum — entertainment and social life in
Rome

e Chichen Itza — Maya knowledge of the stars

e Machu Picchu— living in harmony with
mountains

e Taj Mahal — love and beautiful design

e  Christ the Redeemer — faith and national pride

These sites are treated as belonging to everyone in the

world, not just one country [24]. This is part of a

modern effort to save important places for future

generations.

C. Comparative Point

The purpose of the lists has changed. The ancient list
was about seeing amazing things in the present. The
modern list is about honouring important things from
the past. This matches how we think today. We see
historical sites as precious treasures that must be
protected for the future [5].

V. CRITICAL PERSPECTIVES: THE POLITICS
OF LISTING

A. The Ancient List: A Canon of Exclusion

The primary criticism of the ancient list is its
profound cultural bias. The list only includes
wonders from the world the Greeks knew, ignoring
great sites in places like India, China, and the
Americas [16]. Furthermore, its literary origins mean
that it includes possibly mythical sites (the Hanging
Gardens) and was largely theoretical. Few travellers
would have seen all seven, as some were already in
ruins [12].

B. The Modern List: Heritage as a Popularity Contest

The democratic methodology of the New7Wonders

was its most controversial aspect. UNESCO

officially distanced itself, stating heritage should not

be subject to a vote [25]. Scholars argued it turned

sacred sites into brands in a global competition [7].

The vote was criticized for:

e Digital Divide: Favouring nations with higher
internet and mobile penetration.

e Nationalistic Campaigns: Countries like Brazil
and Jordan invested heavily in “get out the vote”
drives, turning it into a matter of national pride.
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e Commercialization: Revenue from paid votes
and sponsorships raised ethical questions.

e Exclusions: The omission of sites like Angkor
Wat or the Acropolis from the final seven was
seen as a flaw in the populist model [3].

C. Comparative Point

Both lists are revealed as political constructs. The
ancient list's exclusions stem from geographical and
cultural ignorance. The modern list's exclusions and
inclusions are shaped by 21st-century politics,
marketing budgets, and digital access. This confirms
that any “definitive” list of wonders is inherently a
product of the power structures and worldviews of its
time [8].

VI. LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS

This study has some limitations. First, it treats the
ancient list as one fixed list, but ancient writers
actually had different versions. Second, we cannot
study the modern vote in detail because the voting
data is not public.

These limits point to good ideas for future research:

a) Study online attention: Researchers could use
the internet to see which wonders people talk
about more online today. Do the “New” Wonders
get more attention than the “Ancient” ones?

b) Ask visitors: Someone could visit these sites and
ask tourists: “Did you come here because it's an
‘Ancient Wonder’ or a ‘New Wonder’? Does that
change how you feel about the place?”

¢) Look at classrooms: We could study how
teachers use these lists in history class. Do the
lists make students think some cultures are more
important than others? [6].

VII. CONCLUSION

Comparing the two lists of Seven Wonders clearly
shows how the concept of “wonder” has evolved over
time. We have moved from a small, elite-made list to
a global, crowd-chosen list. This change reflects the
broader evolution of human society,from knowing
only one region to learning about the whole world,
and from letting a select few decide what is important
to empowering millions to vote.

The modern list does not replace the ancient one;
rather, it expands upon it. The Great Pyramid of
Giza serves as the most powerful link between the
two eras. It is the sole surviving wonder from the
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ancient list, and it continues to inspire awe today. It
stands as a timeless bridge, proving that certain
human creations are so profound they remain
wonders across millennia, no matter who is
compiling the list. Ultimately, both lists reveal the
same enduring human desire: to look upon the works
of our hands and imagination with amazement, and to
share that feeling of wonder with others across time
and space.
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