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Introduction

Graffiti has existed since the dawn of civilization (McCormick, 2011), however, since the mid-
1980s, most large urban centers throughout the world have experienced an increase in unique
styles of graffiti and street art (Ferrell, 1995). Naturally this has led to several efforts to understand
this phenomenon. Indeed, the world of graffiti and street art is complicated and includes numerous
subtypes and participants. Thus, it is not surprising that multiple, sometimes complementary
and at other times competing, definitions and interpretations of what constitutes “graffiti” and
“street art” exist. Much of this debate stems from the viewpoints by which practitioners, 
social control agents, and scholars examine and/or locate this phenomenon. The purpose of
this introductory chapter is to briefly outline the definitional challenges of graffiti/street art,
comment on the general state of scholarly research, and provide a brief history of graffiti/
street art.

Definitional issues

Despite a tendency in some circles to ignore defining graffiti and street art, numerous definitions
and attempts to define these phenomena exist (e.g., Lewisohn, 2008; Young, 2014). In general,
there are approximately four interrelated contextual axes that one can use to identify, classify,
and/or examine graffiti and street art (i.e., legal/sanctioned/authorized versus illegal/unsanc -
tioned/unauthorized; content/aesthetic; perpetrator; and location). First, traditionally graffiti and
street art have been seen as illegal actions. According to this perspective, graffiti typically refers
to words, figures, and images that have been drawn, marked, scratched, etched, sprayed, painted,
and/or written on surfaces where the owner of the property (whether public or private) has
NOT given permission to the perpetrator. Likewise, street art refers to stencils, stickers, and
noncommercial images/posters that are affixed to surfaces and objects (e.g., mail boxes, garbage
cans, street signs) where the owner of the property has NOT given permission to the perpetrator
(Ross, 2013). Thus, at a bare minimum, in most countries because of its illegal nature, graffiti
and street art are legally speaking considered acts of vandalism.

Second, other scholars identify graffiti not based on the illegal/legal or sanctioned versus
unsanctioned criteria, but on its content, composition, and/or overall aesthetic. For example, Bloch

1



(2012) identifies graffiti-murals as “those produced by self-described, acknowledged, and active
members of the graffiti community in public view with, primarily, the use of aerosol spray
paint. Graffiti-murals are also visually thematic in that they cover the entire surface of a wall
with a balance of letters, characters, and/or images painted against fully painted backgrounds.
Graffiti-muralists . . . are motivated to produce their work for the sake of fame and personal
expression in addition to critical concerns for community and artistic concerns for aesthetics.
Graffiti-muralists also work independently and illegally . . .” (p. 124).2 Snyder (2009), who
explores the burgeoning legal graffiti movement in New York City, states: “In the post-train
era legal walls have become essential to the progression of the art form . . . many pieces done
today are done on legal walls on which writers have been granted permission to paint by the
building owner. Legal walls allow writers to take their time, and this results in some really good
art” (p. 97). In this rendering of graffiti, the legal/illegal dimension is less important than the
quality of the artwork. Building upon this notion is the idea of graffiti style, which can be
extended to include the use of graffiti-like imagery on articles of clothing (e.g., shoes and t-
shirts), in commercials, and on artwork that appears in galleries (Avelos, 2004).

In distinguishing graffiti from street art, Wacławek also relies upon the idea of content rather
than issues of legality/illegality. According to her, the two styles differ in “visual and material
terms (whereby one is focused on the rendition of the name sometimes with accompanying
imagery and is most often executed in spray paint/markers, and the other is less concerned with
letters/name and the abstraction of the alphabet and more with using recognizable/accessible
imagery diffused in all manner of media). Typically then, I make the distinction between the
two not only through a recounting of the movements’ different histories/methodologies/
ideologies, but also through the visual and material distinctions.”3

Another form of graffiti/street art that highlights the importance of thinking about different
types of content/aesthetic is knitting graffiti (also known as yarn bombing), which involves
wrapping light poles, monuments, statutes, bicycle racks, street signs, and other public structures
with wool/yarn. This practice does not involve damaging the object, but simply placing a more
appealing/interesting covering on top of it.

An additional contextual issue is who gets to define the perpetrators and practitioners of graffiti/street
art? Is it the state (via agents of formal social control – politicians, law enforcement), the local
community, or the graffiti/street artists themselves? In other words, whose perceptions are being
privileged? According to Snyder (2009), “There seems to be a consensus in the mainstream that
graffiti murals are art while tags are just vandalism. Within graffiti culture itself, however, no
such strict division exists between the various forms of contemporary graffiti. Pieces, throw-ups,
and tags are all ways in which writers attempt to get their name seen for the purpose of achieving
fame” (p. 47). On the other hand, “Anti-graffiti advocates attempt to separate the tag from other
forms of graffiti by arguing that tags can never be art, only vandalism” (pp. 47–48).

Added to the mix are the numerous situations where the community eventually accepts works
of graffiti and street art that were initially considered illegal, and thus unsanctioned, and become
illegal but sanctioned. Bloch (2012), for example, outlines this dilemma in his description and
discussion of the murals along Sunset Boulevard in Los Angeles that started to appear during
the 1960s. Over time the community, with the assistance of a local Chicano activist and muralist,
and the Los Angeles Department of Cultural Affairs, sought to protect this artwork.

Over the past three decades, graffiti by “artists” has eclipsed gang-based graffiti as a subject
of scholarly study and news media attention. Thus, Bloch (2012) restricts graffiti to “systematic,
stylistic, and name-based marking of infrastructure with implements such as markers and spray
paint by acknowledged members of the graffiti community” (p. 125). Other scholars omit this
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restriction because this distinction clearly privileges one type of perpetrator/practitioner over
another. In sum, there is considerable nuance of style and content that the untrained observer
is not privy to with respect to the graffiti and street art world. And simple classification is extremely
difficult (Taylor, Cordin & Njiru, 2010).

Finally, although graffiti and street art is more pervasive in some cities and neighborhoods
than others, they are typically found on the walls of bathrooms (i.e. latrinelia), buildings, road
and freeway overpasses, retaining walls of streets, and highways, as well as along train tracks.
Graffiti and street art can also be placed on sidewalks, streets, floors, ceilings, light poles, billboards,
and bus shelters. Not limited to physical structures, graffiti and street art can be placed on semi
permanent and/or moveable items, like park benches, trash/garbage cans/bins, street signs, mail
and newspaper boxes, and means of transportation, such as freight trains, metro/subway cars,
buses, trucks, vans, and cars. Moreover, “with the proliferation of graffiti Websites and magazines
and the emphasis on photographs of graffiti, writers can now go worldwide with their work as
well” (Ferrell, 2013, p. 181).

Because both graffiti and street art are disproportionately done in public spaces (i.e., shared
social space), graffiti and street art are considered a type of public art. In general, public art
includes: “a vast assortment of art forms and practices, including murals, community projects,
memorials, civic statuary, architecture, sculpture, ephemeral art (dance, performance theatre),
subversive interventions, and, for some graffiti and street art. . . . [that] can be experienced in
a multitude of places – parks, libraries, public squares, city streets, building atriums and shopping
centres” (Wacławek, 2011, p. 65). Although much of this work is commissioned, unlike a
museum or an art gallery that may require admission, these public spaces are freely accessible.

There is no easy way out of these conflicting/competing contextual definitions. Moreover,
according to Weide, “Attempting to objectively define any of these terms is an exercise in 
futility. The various perceptions and uncertainty of their definition is in fact one of the most
interesting things about them. I think that different people having different definitions add to
the academic discourse, and any attempt to privilege any definition over any others is an uncritical
abomination. I am vehemently opposed to any effort to arrive at any consensus definition.”4

Thus, this handbook allows contributors the latitude to explore the different meanings of graffiti
and street art and reactions to this work, while understandably this kind of difficulty has resulted
in numerous debates inside the practitioner community (see Figure I.1).

That being said, perhaps no other contemporary predominantly urban phenomenon is as
misunderstood as graffiti and street art. Numerous articles, books, documentaries, websites, and
blogs have been published and/or produced about the field. Not all of this work is of equal
value/rigor. Some of it approaches the subject uncritically and from a romantic notion, ascribing
all sorts of intentions and motivations to the perpetrators/practitioners of graffiti and street art.
This is often done without interviewing or observing them. Other work use research methods
that are ad hoc and unsystematic. And there are no shortages of so-called experts. Missing,
however, is a sustained series of scholarly studies of graffiti and street art. The current collection
goes beyond romanticization from a distance and questionable methods, and it approaches the
subject from a more objective social scientific perspective.

Contemporary literature on graffiti and street art

Two basic types of literature on graffiti and street art have been published. One comprises the
popular writing on graffiti and street art, while another is comprised of the scholarly work on
graffiti and street art.
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Popular literature

Over the past four and-a-half decades, a number of trade publishers have produced books that
document examples of graffiti and street art, and those who create this work in various cities
and countries. Some of these monographs have been general treatments (e.g., Reisner, 1971;
Kurlansky, Naar, & Mailer, 1974; Reisner & Wechsler, 1980; Gastman & Neelon, 2010; Seno,
2010). Alternatively, almost each major city has a thriving graffiti and street art scene, and site-
specific ‘zines have been produced and books published documenting many of the artists/writers
who have created the pieces that have appeared in these locations (e.g., Gastman, 2001; Grévy,
2007).

One of the results of this trend is that some graffiti and street artists have achieved celebrity
if not cult-like status (e.g., Campos, 2013), becoming the focus of an array of publications. For
example, not only has the Britain-based street artist Banksy released a series of bestselling books,
including Wall and Piece (2006), showcasing some of his most infamous work, but he is
responsible for directing a documentary,5 Exit Through the Gift Shop (2010), which has had
reasonable commercial and cult following success. Alternatively, one could mention Shepard
Fairey, an American street artist, who originally focused his art on transforming the image of
wrestler Andre the Giant into the pervasive OBEY icon, and helped turn the image of Barack
Obama, a relatively unknown Senator from Illinois, into an aspiring presidential candidate and
then into a worldwide figure.6 The books focusing either on cities or artists predominantly
include numerous photographs of the works with limited text by the graffiti or street artist, by
selected contributors, and/or by the editor. These efforts may also include interviews with graffiti
and street artists, and thus are celebratory in nature, seem to romanticize the graffiti and street
artist’s subculture (Campos, 2013), and are minimally interpretative.7
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Scholarly literature

Since the mid-1980s, there has been a moderate amount of scholarly literature on graffiti and
street art. Most of this has been in the form of articles published in peer reviewed and non-
peer reviewed journals in a variety of social science and humanities disciplines. Although one
academic journal published a special issue on graffiti,8 no one scholarly venue specializes in
publishing articles on graffiti and street art.9 Some of that research has included ethnographies
focusing on different cities, including Los Angeles (Philips, 1999) and Denver (Ferrell, 1996).
One of the most popular urban locales for ethnographic study is New York City (NYC) (e.g.,
Lachmann, 1988; Austin, 2001; Snyder, 2009; Kramer, 2010). The NYC subway has been the
source of numerous scholarly articles and books (e.g., Castleman, 1984; Austin, 2001).10 These
ethnographies typically include interviews with graffiti and street artists, observations of their
work, and in some cases, participant observation. Some of the scholarly research is couched in
the theories of youth subculture and/or psychosocial development (Lachmann, 1988; Snyder,
2009; MacDiarmid & Downing, 2012; Taylor, Marias, & Coltman, 2012), labeling (Lachmann,
1988), or masculinities (e.g., Macdonald, 2001). In this context, there is some attempt to
understand the motivation of graffiti artists, seeing their work as a means of communication,
attention-seeking behavior, legitimation among their subculture, or an avenue to develop
important life skills.

Few studies focus exclusively on public or official reactions to graffiti/street art. Another
rather underdeveloped area have been studies that looked at how graffiti and street art have
been used and/or appropriated in other forms of popular culture (Alvelos, 2004; Ross, 2015).
Finally some work has examined official reactions to the presence of graffiti/street art (e.g.,
Austin, 2001; Halsey & Young, 2002; Graycar, 2003; Iveson, 2010; Kramer, 2010; Taylor,
Cordin, & Njiru, 2010; Taylor & Khan, 2013; Ross & Wright, 2014). For reasons that are not
entirely clear, missing from this array are studies (e.g., surveys) that look at public reactions and
business reactions to graffiti and street art.

Theoretical concerns

A number of relevant theoretical approaches can be examined in relation to graffiti and street
art. One of them focuses primarily on the result, the graffiti and street art, in an attempt to
deconstruct it. For example, Gottlieb (2008), building on Panofsky’s model of iconographical
analysis (1939/1972), has developed a classification scheme that categorizes different types of
graffiti and street art. Taylor, Cordin, and Njiru (2010) have also developed a classification method
that they argue would assist municipal authorities in making decisions about graffiti removal.
Alternatively, the fledgling scholarly research on this subject, particularly the ethnographies, tends
to see graffiti and street art as an expression of youth subculture (Ferrell, 1993). In this manner,
graffiti and street art are intimately tied to juveniles’ and young adults’ desire to achieve “sneaky
thrills” (e.g., Katz, 1988). The argument here is that their lives are otherwise boring and that
engaging in low-level crime, in this case vandalism, gives them a rush that other age-appropriate
activities cannot give them. Others have taken this idea one step further and argued that 
graffiti and street art are an expression of masculinity (Macdonald, 2001). Some of this work
views graffiti and street art as a stage in an individual’s development, whereby he or she graduates
into other kinds of pursuits (Lachmann, 1988; Macdonald, 2001; Snyder, 2009). Still others
(Taylor, Marias, & Coltman, 2002) argue that graffiti offenses are a step towards more serious
kinds of criminal activity. Taylor (2012) sees the production of graffiti as an attempt, particularly
amongst juveniles, to gain recognition among their peers. Finally, some researchers examine 
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the political content of graffiti and see it as a form of resistance and/or political communication
(e.g., Ferrell, 1996; Waldner & Dobratz, 2013).

Broad treatments

Despite the previously reviewed research, the field lacks a relatively comprehensive textbook,
and/or a scholarly overview that does justice to the subject matter. Although there are a handful
of compilations that primarily include photographs of graffiti and street art from well known
locations around the world (e.g., Ganz, 2004; 2013; Seno, 2010; Deitch, Gastman & Rose,
2011; Schacter, 2013), no comprehensive works of an academic nature have been published.

Wacławek’s book, Graffiti and Street Art (2011), which I use in my undergraduate “Graffiti
and Street Art” class, is about the best comprehensive book on the subject. Wacławek introduces
the subject and does a very good job in defining what both graffiti and street art are and describing
their different types, before tracing the history of this unique art from its origins in New York
City to other large cities around the world. In so doing, Wacławek locates graffiti in the framework
of the hip hop culture that emerged in the Bronx during the 1980s and the struggles that New
York City incurred trying to deal with graffiti in its subway system. The history is presented in
an easy to understand, chronological order, outlining how graffiti has evolved as far as designs
and meanings behind the work. She provides lots of examples to illustrate her points.

Wacławek also briefly reviews the commodification of graffiti. The author introduces us 
to the most well known graffiti and street artists, like Banksy and Shepard Fairey, and describes
the meaning behind each artist’s work. The book includes numerous color illustrations that
help the reader to understand what the author is talking about. Wacławek tries to explain why
artists choose particular locations for their works and the relationship between particular spaces
and works of graffiti/street art.

Although this text is a relatively comprehensive treatment of the subject matter, Wacławek’s
approach is more useful to the field of artist history than to the social sciences. Despite its
limitations, Wacławek’s study offers a basis from which further advances can be made.

From gang graffiti to contemporary graffiti

The history of graffiti and street art is long, and has been explored in various forums, this book
notwithstanding. It is a common misperception that urban street gangs produce the majority
of graffiti and street art. Politicians, community activists, law enforcement and the mass media,
in particularly the news media, have perpetuated this myth. Moreover, graffiti and street art are
not only done by people trying to make a name for themselves (i.e. fame/notoriety), but by
individuals who are passionate about art and who need an alternative place to channel their
creative energies.

One additional false perception is that only select “celebrities” of the medium, like Banksy
or Fairey, do graffiti and street art. Indeed some of the individuals who work in this medium
have achieved cult like status, but there are numerous others who toil in the shadows who 
need the recognition they deserve. Since the original appearance of graffiti on the streets 
of Philadelphia and New York City, and its spread throughout major cities in the United States
and the world, there have been subtle shifts among the writers/artists in their subject matter,
techniques and the locations where they have chosen to do their work. Graffiti and street art,
as this book suggests, is done by a wide variety of people or groups. The chapters contained in
this book highlight these changes in greater detail.
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Culture jamming/adbusting/subvertising

Although it is not covered in any great depth in this handbook, a relatively nuanced form of
graffiti/street art should be mentioned. Starting in the 1980s, the number of independent
clandestine protests, integrating elements of graffiti and street art, and drawing upon the long
tradition of political graffiti increased. This was variably called culture jamming, adbusting, or
subvertising (Dery, 1993; Klein, 2000). Although there are subtle definitional differences among
the three terms, culture jamming typically refers to disruption, distortion, reconfiguration,
subversion, and/or damage caused to publicly displayed cultural, religious, and political artifacts,
icons, signs, logos, and images, including advertising, to create a different, sometimes humorous
or mocking message. Adbusting, on the other hand, is a type of culture jamming where indi -
viduals or groups purposely distort and/or parody the advertised message of a business,
corporation, or organization to create a different, sometimes humorous message. For example,
sometimes words or images are added or removed from advertising slogans and images. Usually
this is done on signs and billboards, but can also be accomplished with videos (e.g., posted on
YouTube.com). Finally, subvertising usually involves making spoofs and parodies of commercial
and political advertising. The resultant product looks as if it is the original advertisement, but
on closer examination it is not. In short it has the look and feel of the original communication,
but is changed in subtle and satirical ways

In this manner, the persons or groups engaging in these protest activities do not need to
throw rocks, smash windows, or hack into a corporation’s website, choosing instead to express
their dissatisfaction with organizations (commercial or otherwise) through the techniques of
graffiti and street artists (e.g., spray paint, paint, markers, etc.). So, why do people and groups
do this sort of thing? They are often protesting against organizational power, in particular
capitalism’s dominance of public messages. These activities or “weapons of the weak,” as Scott
(1992) might call them, are a way for typically powerless individuals and groups to send a message
to large corporations and the general public. The perpetrators might have problems with various
products and services that are being manufactured and sold, because they may be unsafe and/or
harmful to society. It is frequently the wish of graffiti and street artists who engage in this sort
of activity that their actions may force those who view the adulterated images/messages to think
about the negative effects of the original message, and perhaps be spurred into political action.
Usually larger corporations do not want to sue the protesters because legal action would most
likely draw negative publicity towards the products and services they would have to defend in
a public forum.

The Internet and World Wide Web

Finally, the spread of graffiti and street art has been assisted through the development of the
World Wide Web and the numerous social media that now exist.11 There are both positive
and negative implications for graffiti and street artists placing their material on the Web. On
the positive side, the exposure can lead to more fame/notoriety. On the other hand, it can also
result in a distancing from the subject matter, and the possibility that others may alter one’s
photo in ways that the original artist did not intend (Wacławek, 2011, pp. 178–180). Moreover,
“What is online doesn’t ever get to represent the actual situation on the streets. It’s always 
a highly limited selection, esp. if you look any “global” platforms.”12 Clearly ownership is a
contested subject matter. As Wacławek notes: “[t]he artists’ sentiment is one echoed time and
again by graffiti and street artists who simultaneously value the internet and criticize it for
complicating, and at times trivializing these art forms” (p. 180). Today’s Internet is clearly shifting
the meanings of graffiti and street art in subtle ways.
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Conclusion

The existing body of scholarly research on graffiti and street art forms a respectable base from
which to grow. The study of graffiti and street art, however, lacks a consistent identifiable body
of hypotheses/propositions, theories, and models. Although this is not necessary for studies in
this field to progress, something of this nature is helpful to move beyond a field that is dominated
by descriptive studies, and minimal theorizing supported with a paucity of data collection. A
considerable number of untested and unquestioned assumptions about graffiti and street art exist,
and are held not only by the public and agents of social control, but by graffiti and street artists
themselves.

There are several ways we can improve scholarly research on graffiti and street art. First, 
it would be helpful if researchers had a better grounding in art, art history and aesthetic 
theory. Most researchers appear to be untrained in such areas and thus it is difficult for 
them to deconstruct the meanings of the work they observe. Visual analysis would help them
and their audiences to understand the subtleties of the work and the creators they analyse. This
includes the inside jokes and double entendres embedded in the work. Not only is a solid
grounding in art important, but also because of the transgressive nature of graffiti/street art it
would be helpful to get a better sense of the criminal justice system response to this body of
work. Criminological theory might help shed light on practitioners/perpetrators motivations
that underlie their choice of work.

In terms of ethnographies, more time should be spent with the graffiti/street artists during
the times that they are not doing their work. Not simply ethnographies, but larger samples of
graffiti/street artists followed would be helpful. As a method of enquiry, ethnographies are
important to tease out these challenges and ideas, as is the systematic collection of data that are
later subjected to critical analysis. Both of these approaches are in their infancy in the field of
graffiti and street art. We must also acknowledge that, as subjects of study, graffiti and street art
are moving targets. Practitioners are continuously exploring new techniques and surfaces, and
we owe this development to both their creativity and to their adaptability against those who
wish to control their efforts. There does not appear to be any upward bounds to their energy
and tenacity, nor to the potential to create a social science of graffiti.

Not only can ethnographies be improved, but also so should surveys. These can include
questionnaires administered to different segments of the public (e.g., retail store owners,
landlords, etc.) to determine their opinions about graffiti/street art and solutions they propose.
Likewise the integration of geomapping studies could help us understand the patterns of
graffiti/street art dissemination (e.g., Megler, Banis, & Chang, 2014).

With respect to the wider public, including those who are responsible for monitoring or
abating graffiti, they need to develop a greater literacy in graffiti and street art. If this was done
perhaps there would be more acceptance of this work and more meaningful responses to this
would develop.

As with all social science research, not to mention cultural studies approaches, it is important
when conducting this analysis to keep an open mind and be as objective as possible. More research
on culture jamming and adbusting, and their relationship to graffiti/street art, could be done
in order to round out this body of work. Finally, this scholarship must be conducted in a manner
that allows us to better understand graffiti/street art, especially its communicative and transgressive
elements, not simply as another tool in eradications, abatement and desistance, but for the purpose
of developing alternative, progressive approaches to the presence of graffiti/street art. This is a
tough line to walk, and is no easy challenge.
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Notes

1 Special thanks to Stefano Bloch, Rachel Hildebrandt, Ronald Kramer, and Minna Valjakka for
comments.

2 Thus markings that appear on structures, such as houses in the wake of natural disasters, like “need
food,” or houses with the iconic X placed on them with spray paint, or markings left by utility companies
on sidewalks are not graffiti. These are makeshift signs to expedite a process of aid, recovery, or prevent
the cutting or disruption of utility lines.

3 Wacławek, personal communication, January 7, 2014.
4 Weide, personal communication, January 9, 2014.
5 Or mocumentary as some people have opined.
6 For a review of Fairey, see, for example, Daichendt (2014).
7 For current purposes, this review does not mention the numerous documentaries that have been

produced on graffiti and street art. These, however, will be examined in one of the later chapters in
the book.

8 See City (2010) 14, 1-2. This issue also included feedback from graffiti practitioners.
9 In early 2015, Street & Urban Creativity Scientific Journal was formed with the express purpose of “publishing

disciplines to discuss topics, research tools and methodologies used in advanced studies of the theme
‘Street & Urban Creativity’” (http://www.urbancreativity.org/). Contributors to this journal may
include scholars writing on graffiti and street art.

10 Included in this array is a comparative study of graffiti/street art in New York City and London
(Macdonald, 2001).

11 As of this writing, popular social media include Facebook, Instagram, and Pinterest. Because of the
rapidity of developments in this means of communication, by the time of publication of this monograph,
this listing is most likely incomplete.

12 E-mail correspondence Minna Valjakka March 4, 2015.
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Part I

History, types, and 
writers/artists of graffiti 

and street art1

Jeffrey Ian Ross

Introduction

It is probably safe to say that graffiti has been around since the time that humans chose to live
together in communities, and discovered the ability to translate their thoughts and ideas on to
the surfaces of the spaces where they lived, worked, and travelled. Some experts consider the
markings of cave dwellers the earliest form of graffiti (Brassai, 2002).

Others believe that the origins of contemporary graffiti can be traced back to gang graffiti.
Readers must keep in mind that gang graffiti is only a small portion of all the graffiti that exists.
Not only have the individuals, surfaces, and subject matter of graffiti changed since the time it
was first used by street gangs, but gang experts/specialists have discovered that gang graffiti 
has decreased overall, and that it has been predominantly supplanted by art-related graffiti and
street art.

It goes without saying that numerous types of graffiti and street art exist. In order to provide
meaning to this body of work, this section of the Handbook provides in-depth descriptions and
discussions of the prominent kinds of graffiti and street art that have emerged over time and in
recent years. In addition, this section looks at the work and biographies of specific graffiti
writers/artists.

Overview of chapters

This section consists of ten chapters. J.A. Baird and Claire Taylor offer the first contribution
in the book. In their chapter “Ancient graffiti,” they present the range and variety of the graffiti
that existed in the ancient Mediterranean world (c. 700 BCE–500 CE). This chapter explores
some of the disciplinary challenges in accessing, defining, and interpreting ancient graffiti, while
also tracing the similarities and differences between ancient and modern graffiti trends. Baird
and Taylor argue that contemporary paradigms which view graffiti as subversive or subcultural
are misleading when applied to past societies. Ancient works of graffiti are important historical
sources, contributing to a wide range of scholarly debates about the past, and they also prompt

11



reflection on the interpretative paradigms used within studies of contemporary graffiti. Baird
and Taylor reveal that graffiti, like most kinds of mark-making, are bound by convention, context,
and performance, and as such, they are a form of cultural production in their own right. Viewing
graffiti in this way ultimately raises questions about cultural value: Why are some graffiti preserved
and studied, but others erased and vilified?

In Chapter 2, “Trains, railroad workers, and illegal riders: the subcultural world of hobo
graffiti,” John F. Lennon explains how hobo graffiti has a rich, mostly hidden, subcultural
tradition. This particular graffiti form is rooted in the history of rail workers who chalked railroad
cars for utilitarian purposes, writing instructions to other trainmen about which cars needed to
be sided or rebuilt. While doing so, some trainmen also began placing their monikers on the
cars, sending their messages and symbols throughout the country. Hobos, who physically shared
the same geographic spaces as the rail workers (and were sometimes former railroad workers
themselves), created a similar set of discursive emblems that were both practical and artistic.
This graffiti expanded to all of the spaces in which the hobos congregated. Only those within
the subculture could read – or even thought to look at – this graffiti. The means to decipher
the graffiti was something taught from one hobo to another, as new riders became acquainted
with more seasoned riders. In this way, graffiti was a way to link individuals, even though these
people had no prior knowledge of each other and may not have ever met. Reflecting the
individuality of the person, hobo markings and monikers were part of the shared language that
helped bind together the geographically dispersed hobo subculture.

Next comes Robert Donald Weide’s chapter, “The history of freight train graffiti in North
America.” This text examines the development of the freight train graffiti subcultural niche
within the wider North American graffiti subculture, from its inception in the 1970s to the
present day. The freight train graffiti subculture has yet to be examined systematically by scholars
of the graffiti subculture. As a starting point for further scholarly research on this long-neglected
topic, this chapter seeks to begin filling this void in the literature by offering a historical narrative
of the emergence and proliferation of freight train graffiti in North America.

“Deconstructing gang graffiti,” by Susan A. Phillips, reviews this variety of graffiti as a particular
form of written and visual communication, utilizing three case studies from within the urban
United States. The first case derives from Chicano gangs based in Los Angeles and California;
the second case is provided by the Bloods and the Crips, African American gangs also located
in Los Angeles; and the third case is offered by People and Folk, a loosely configured gang
system based originally in Chicago. In each of these cases, gang members utilize complex semi -
otic systems to represent affiliation, enmity, and alliance. The written systems are situated both
in place and out of place, moving between contexts of prison and the street. Gangs use graffiti
to communicate at a distance, as placeholders that define neighborhood space. Phillips provides
detailed examples from these three case studies in order to theorize about gang graffiti as a specific
communicative genre.

In Chapter 5, “Prison inmate graffiti,” Jacqueline Z. Wilson examines inmate-created graffiti
in Australian, U.S. and U.K. prisons. Despite its unique nature, few studies of prison graffiti
have been conducted. The scant existing literature in the area is reviewed to provide analytical
context and highlight important differences between the varieties of “conventional” and inmate
graffiti. A selection of examples accompanies the text, illustrating the styles, locales, and
underlying motives discussed. A visual-ethnographic approach is employed to interpret the images’
meanings and infer something of their creators’ experiences. Inmates create graffiti for various
reasons, not all congruent with those behind non-prison graffiti. While street graffiti, “paint-
ups,” “tagging,” and so on are invariably rendered for public viewing, much prison graffiti is
intended to remain hidden from anyone other than the graffitist. Inmate-graffitists’ motives tend
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to reflect concerns arising from total, often dangerous, confinement. Thus their graffiti echoes
prison-specific issues: Personal power relationships; sexual frustration and sexual aggression as
self-assertion; resistance narratives against perceived oppression; or reactions to boredom. Some
prison graffiti function as a form of personal diary.

Artistic creativity drives both clandestine and openly rendered graffiti. A variant form
familiar to prison-museum tourists is the officially sanctioned “mural,” often adorning major
out door surfaces. These must be viewed as a category separate from the routinely prohibited
“private” type commonly found inside cells. Wilson argues that the stylistic and motivational
differ ences between inmate graffiti in private spaces and that found outside underscore the need
for further research on prison graffiti, and scholarly acknowledgement of this subcategory’s
standing as a unique category of graffiti.

In “Ways of being seen: gender and the writing on the wall,” Jessica N. Pabó n explicates
how female graffiti and street artists are marginalized by the gendered politics of visuality. She
illustrates how the writing on the wall is assumed to be the work of a male who is a member
of an urban, economically disenfranchised, ethnic minority – an assumption which makes women
and girls invisible as participants. Pabó n then offers an international sampling of contemporary
female artists who are combating their social status through their art-making practices in
Afghanistan, Australia, Brazil, Canada, Chile, Egypt, Japan, Mexico, South Africa, the U.A.E.,
and the U.S. This chapter is organized into six discussion points: “Gender Anonymity” allows
graffiti writers and street artists to communicate and exercise their artistry without the stigma
associated with their gender; “Gender Signification” directly combats the erasure of women in
the subculture; “Hyperfeminine and Overtly Sexualized” graffiti and street art reclaims the imagery
of girls’ and women’s bodies in public spaces; “Political and Cultural” artworks extend beyond
the individual and the subcultural to provide a means to comment on political, social, and cultural
environments; painting, graffiti, and street art “Collectively” invite girls and women into the
culture and initiate a shift in women’s minority status; and lastly, “Digital” frameworks enable
artist/writers to identify themselves and one another, to build networks, and to make history.
Overall, Pabó n’s analysis contributes to the literature on graffiti and street art by including girls
and women, who challenge the conventional field of vision by demanding to be seen.

This chapter is followed by Adam Trahan’s analysis of latrinalia (i.e. graffiti found in public
bathrooms), “Research and theory on latrinalia.” This contribution provides an overview of
the major theoretical and empirical scholarship on latrinalia, which depicts latrinalia as a unique
cultural form that, although similar in some fundamental ways to other types of graffiti and
expression, is set apart by the nature of the space in which it is written and read. Public bathrooms
are simultaneously “public” and “private” spaces that afford graffitists anonymity and segregate
patrons by gender. These conditions give rise to graffiti that address a wide range of topics in
a singularly direct and candid discourse. Latrinalia often prompts impassioned debates among
multiple graffitists about identity, ideology, and the reproduction of the same.

Minna Haveri’s chapter, “Yarn bombing – the softer side of street art,” reviews the history
and growth of this relatively new phenomenon. Already becoming an impressive part of the
street art genre, knitting and crocheting, with a traditionally feminine material and tech niques,
are presented as an antithesis to traditionally masculine street art, especially graffiti art. Knitted
street art has been called by many names, but the terms yarn storming in the U.K. and yarn
bombing in the U.S. seem to have established themselves as the standard terms for visual
expressions in the urban space that involve textile. Besides many names, yarn bombing also
takes on many forms, but it generally involves wrapping hand-knitted or crocheted items around
everyday objects, such as signs, poles, and streetlights, in city spaces. Creative and daring 
and getting in touch with environmental experiences, yarn bombing is related to social action.
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For hobbyist knitters bored with only making socks and sweaters, it seems to be an alternative
reason to use handicraft skills. It is appealing to knitters because it allows them to use their skills
to do something beyond the functional. Despite its subversive nature, knitted graffiti is con -
sidered to make the environment feel inviting and cozy. This might explain the increasing interest
of art institutions and different communities to organize yarn-bombing happenings.

Ronald Kramer’s chapter, “Straight from the underground: New York City’s legal graffiti
writing culture,” draws extensively from observations of and interviews with twenty New York
City graffiti writers. Kramer rethinks the contemporary graffiti writing culture in two important
respects. On the one hand, previous scholars have tended to explore graffiti writing as an illegal
and/or criminalized (sub)culture. On the other, these same scholars have found it to be a practice
that embodies a “critical” stance towards society. This chapter shows that, since 1990, a subset
of graffiti writers who paint with permission has emerged. Furthermore, Kramer finds that 
those who produce legal graffiti tend to lead lives and espouse values that most would not 
hesitate to recognize as “conventional.” The author concludes by suggesting that graffiti writing
needs to be acknowledged as a multifaceted and historically fluid culture.

In “American Indian graffiti” (Chapter 10), Favian Martín uses the review of the current
status of graffiti on American Indian reservations as an opportunity to engage in a public discourse
on contemporary Indigenous social problems. He argues that American Indian graffiti exists as
a form of resistance to the historical legacy of colonialism. In addition to this discussion, the
chapter also investigates the criminal element of graffiti, which is associated with gang activities
occurring in Indian Country. Lastly, the chapter surveys community-level initiatives to reduce
the prevalence of graffiti within tribal communities.

Omissions

Despite the breadth of the work contained in this section, there are several notable omissions.
One of these includes an analysis of hate graffiti (e.g. Sinnreich, 2004). This type of activity,
clearly identifiable by its verbal and/or graphic content, appears all over the world. It is aimed
at demeaning people based on their racial, ethnic, sexual, and national backgrounds. Like other
types of hate crime, hate graffiti can take the form of racism, sexism, homophobia, or the target -
ing of specific groups based on their perceived deviation from the prevailing societal or moral
norms. Hate crime is recognized by evocative graphic content, such as “general-purpose” symbols
(e.g. swastikas) intended to convey hatred toward a range of targeted groups.

Also missing from this section is an in-depth analysis of subway graffiti, which exists through -
out the world in cities that support a mass transportation system (e.g. Castleman, 1982; Cooper
and Chalfant, 1988; Miller, 2002). The history of modern graffiti is intimately associated with
“bombing” major subway systems (e.g. New York City, Paris, and London). Much of this
literature approaches the artists and their work in a romanticized fashion, and little of it addresses
the global aspect of this graffiti phenomenon.

Although the issue of gender has been examined in this section, as has Latino graffiti/murals
and American Indian graffiti, a substantive analysis of the role of race/ethnicity has not been explored
here in connection with graffiti/street art. This is a marked hole that future scholarship should
attempt to fill.

Alternatively, although most contributors to this section and throughout this book note the
political motivations and ramifications of graffiti/street art, a separate chapter focusing explicitly
on political graffiti/street art is lacking. Such an analysis would go beyond reviewing the typical
go-to personages of Banksy and Fairey, in order to incorporate lesser known purveyors of
graffiti/street art.
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Finally, wartime graffiti and street art is an especially important kind of work. As both Peteet
and Palmer (this volume) suggest, graffiti/street art during political conflicts serve political propa -
ganda purposes of all sorts, while simultaneously providing fertile communication channels for
change, resistance, and protest. Wartime graffiti works are provocative and necessary parts of
all political struggles, and Northern Ireland, Central America, and South America provide rich
examples of this.

Despite these shortcomings, this section should assist the reader in understanding the distinct
types of graffiti and street art that exist today. It is to be hoped that this will serve as a springboard
for further studies of the differences and the commonalities between the various subtypes.

Note

1 Special thanks to Stefano Bloch, Rachel Hildebrandt, and Ronald Kramer for their comments.
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1
Ancient graffiti

J.A. Baird and Claire Taylor

Introduction

Graffiti are commonplace within the urban cityscape, so much so that we easily think that this
is a phenomenon of modern life. But graffiti are also found in many historical societies, both
literate and pre-literate, from ancient Egypt to pre-Islamic Arabia to medieval Italy and beyond
(Plesch, 2002; Macdonald, 2009; Bucking, 2012). Even though there is a wealth of information
about – and interest in – graffiti from the past among different scholarly communities (i.e.
historians, archaeologists and art historians), different disciplinary traditions have varying ways
of understanding what ‘graffiti’ are and often use subject-specific terminology and definitions
to understand the practice of making, preserving or ‘reading’ this material. Recently, however,
work across historical studies (broadly defined) has made significant steps forward in broadening
our understanding of different types of graffiti practices. Instrumental here is recognising the
importance of the contexts in which graffiti are found and reflecting on the categories and
assumptions that scholars use to interpret them (Baird and Taylor, 2011).

This chapter explores some important issues in the interpretation of historical graffiti by
focusing on the cultures of the Graeco-Roman world in antiquity (c. 700 BCE–500 CE). Although
graffiti also appears in other pre-modern historical societies, the use of the term ‘ancient graffiti’
in this chapter refers to material within this geographical and cultural context. The ancient
Mediterranean world provides a good case study for a number of reasons. First, there is a lot
of surviving evidence which provides a wide range of examples of graffiti from different
chronological, geographical and typological contexts allowing historians to compare and contrast
across time, space, production methods and material. Second, literacy in the past was widespread
enough for large numbers of ordinary people to have access to the resources of writing whether
they, or the marks they made, were literate or not. Third, the Graeco-Roman cultures of the
Mediterranean world have been intensely studied for a number of generations which gives us
good contextual material for interpreting different kinds of graffiti.

What are ‘ancient graffiti’?

Graffiti are ubiquitous across the ancient Mediterranean. These markings are found from the
beginning of the invention of writing, until the end of Antiquity. They appear in cities, in the
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countryside, at religious sites, both inside and outside houses, in public space and private. They
are found on walls, columns, and other architectural forms, as well as in streets, market-places,
on and in public and religious buildings and on moveable objects such as pottery. They include
the written word (in multiple languages), pictures, pictograms and symbols. Some of the finest
examples of graffiti survive in urban sites which are well preserved, for example Pompeii and
Herculaneum in Italy (destroyed by the eruption of Vesuvius in 79 CE), Dura-Europos (a Roman
fortress town in Syria), Aphrodisias, Smyrna and Ephesos (Graeco-Roman cities in modern
Turkey), but they are also found in more remote regions and non-urban contexts too. It is
reasonable to expect that a great deal has not survived, because they are most commonly found
at sites with exceptional preservation contexts (e.g. those with standing walls and extant wall
plaster).

In addition to appearing in a range of places in the ancient world, graffiti appear in a variety
of media. They are incised in plaster, painted, scratched, charcoaled or inked on structures, as
well as inscribed in stone, with survival often depending on local factors of production as well
as preservation. Walls and floors generally were constructed out of stone or plaster which are
relatively easy to mark, and graffiti also appear on objects such as pottery.1 In terms of the practice
of making graffiti, we might distinguish between those which remove material (by scratching
with something sharp, hammering, chiselling or other means), and those which add it (with
charcoal, ink or paint). The longevity of the mark is often related to the materials from which
it was made, where it was made, as well as whether there was a desire to preserve it (or lack
of desire to remove it). Additionally, there are the specific circumstances of archaeological
preservation in which special archaeological environments preserve very ephemeral markings,
for example dusty charcoal recording (perhaps) visitors to a house at Pompeii (Benefiel, 2011)
or ink marks made in a collapsed basement at Smyrna (Bagnall, 2011: 6–26). Some forms of
graffiti, such as those made on tree trunks, do not survive, but are known from ancient texts
which mention them (Kruschwitz, 2010a). Graffiti could also be surprisingly tenacious, existing
for years or even decades, and hence some graffiti could have a large audience over time.

Conventionally, the term graffiti is also applied by ancient historians to writing on objects
such as pottery, incised or marked onto the vessel after firing. These include those which marked
a particular owner of the object, or which provided information (such as price) related to the
use of the vessel (Evans, 1987; Volioti, 2011). The distinction between these marks as ‘graffiti’
and others, including trademarks and tituli picti or dipinti (painted labels denoting content, volume,
ownership or functioning as decoration), is a modern one. It is a distinction that relates to a
temporal quality which scholars often implicitly use to define graffiti: They are marks made,
which are not a part of the ‘original’ scheme of design, decoration or marking, whether on a
wall or a pot (Chaniotis, 2011). One of the problems in the study of ancient graffiti is that such
definitions and distinctions are not systematic and are complicated by different scholarly speciali-
ties, traditions and terminology that have evolved over time. For instance, short, ephemeral
inscriptions made on fragments of broken pottery are conventionally known as their own class
of material (ostraca) and not as graffiti, whereas some items which are sometimes labelled graffiti
would probably surprise the general reader. This includes Roman election notices (programmata)
painted onto the walls of buildings in Pompeii for example, but these are more akin to political
campaign or advertising posters than might be initially assumed (Mouritsen, 1988). Deciding
what is, or is not, ‘graffiti’ is often a necessary first step to interpreting this material.

In addition, specialists in different ancient disciplines have developed specific terminology
to talk about graffiti, which can be confusing in itself, but also reveals some important – and
problematic – ways in which this material has been conceptualised and categorised. Frequently
this views graffiti as a sub-category of inscription, referring either to the place where they are
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found (parietal inscriptions, rupestral inscriptions), the manner in which they were written
(Franklin, 1991; Mairs, 2011), or the type of mark (e.g. figural graffiti have often been collected
separately from textual examples: Langner, 2001). This implicitly distinguishes graffiti from other
forms of writing practice and often fails to acknowledge the temporal, spatial and cultural contexts
in which they are found.

Partly because much of this material has traditionally fallen under the purview of those who
study inscriptions (epigraphers), who are often more interested in the written word than in
visual meaning or archaeological context, written texts have tended to have been recorded more
frequently (and valued more highly) than drawings or other non-verbal or non-literate texts
(i.e. those which communicate words and ideas with ideograms or symbols, often now
undecipherable); indeed, entirely different groups of scholars have tended to work on this material.
Thus graffiti have often been published either as examples of written texts within epigraphic
corpora (i.e. with limited contextual or visual information) or as art-historical images (i.e. 
analysed only from a visual perspective) and have come off worse in both. The assumption that
graffiti are subversive, unofficial or informal implicitly permeates contemporary definitions of
graffiti with the effect that they have frequently been separated from what has been perceived
as more ‘formal’ types of writing (on stone, papyri or parchment – the most common form of
extant writing from antiquity) or more ‘complex’ styles of image production and (negatively)
contrasted with them. On a conceptual level, this means that graffiti have (in some contexts)
been constructed almost as an intrusive form and not held up to the same scholarly scrutiny as
other evidence, and in a practical sense, examples of ‘graffiti’ are collected in a wide variety of
publications using different terminology and classified according to typological, rather than
historical, concerns. Only recently has work begun to bring together textual, pictorial and
contextual information at specific sites which will be of huge benefit for researchers in the future
(Benefiel and Sprenkle, 2014).

If the term ‘graffiti’ is sometimes problematic for describing the ancient material because of
the breadth of the evidence to which it has been applied, ‘street art’ is even more so: Although
there are some exceptions, much ancient graffiti do not appear in streets, they were only in
some cases produced by or connected to any subculture (this cannot be assumed), and they
were never associated with ‘art’ in the way that scholars of contemporary graffiti are often drawn
into debates about (Deitch et al., 2011). Similarly, defining ancient graffiti in terms of its
relationship with the law (or other types of authority) or in terms of property ownership (Ross
and Wright, 2014) can be misleading. What historians might identify as vandalism, illicit writing
or defacement is often shown on closer inspection to be anything but. Much ancient graffiti
appear inside houses and other buildings, often produced by, or with the tacit understanding
of, the property owner (Benefiel, 2010, 2011; Baird, forthcoming). Graffiti are commonly found
in sacred spaces too, but do not appear to be sacrilegious (Mairs, 2011; Stern, 2012, 2013).
Assumptions about what graffiti are and what they do often need to be unthought and critically
examined as part of the interpretation of this material.

Graffiti: ancient and modern

As can be seen from the brief overview so far, there are some important differences between
ancient graffiti and modern graffiti. These are significant, but there are, of course, also some
similarities. Like modern graffiti, there is a great variety of ancient graffiti. They appear on a
range of surfaces in a variety of contexts and speak of a variety of topics. Some are mundane
and even banal, such as simple names or quick calculations whereas others made literary allusions
(Milnor, 2014), have a sacred or magical meaning (Baird, 2011), or have a pointed and resonant
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political message (Zadorojnyi, 2011). Some are deliberately humorous; others have serious points
to make. There are clever word-plays (Bagnall, 2011; Benefiel, 2013) and crude sexual imagery
(Levin-Richardson, 2011), pictures of people, animals and objects (Langner, 2001). They provide
evidence for the presence of particular people and their use of spaces (Taylor, 2011), everyday
life and colloquial language (Kruschwitz, 2010b), the ancient economy (Lawall, 2000) and belief
systems (Chaniotis, 2002) not to mention the spread, as well as the uses, of reading, writing
and non-literate communication (Franklin, 1991; Webster, 2008).

Graffiti in the ancient world frequently cluster together in particular locations, sometimes
over a long period of time. Graffiti frequently appear to attract graffiti, so one useful interpretative
tool is to consider the ways in which graffiti are in dialogue with one another as well as with
their audience(s). In the well-preserved house of Maius Castricius, a wealthy Roman living in
Pompeii, graffiti appear in the places of the house which had the most visitors. These include
poetic exchanges between different writers engaging in literary one-upmanship as well as drawings
of boats and people (Benefiel, 2010). Viewing the dialogues and conversations between graffiti
has allowed historians to consider questions of temporality and spatiality, not only in terms of
production or content, but in terms of audience and performance. Graffiti frequently ‘talk’ to
one another, commenting on the message already present, sometimes responding in kind (some
examples from Pompeii: ‘Very many and continual greetings [from] Secondus to Onesimus,
his brother’, ‘Onesimus to Secondus, his brother [greetings]’, ‘lots of greetings to Secondus,
lovingly’), sometimes satirising them (‘May he who reads this never have to read another thing
in the future’, ‘May he who writes above never be well’). Some graffiti are knowing, asking
to be read aloud (‘I am amazed, O wall, that you have not fallen in ruins, you who support
the tediousness of so many writers’), others memorialise the presence of the writer, or the text
itself. Graffiti can map particular landscapes within the ancient city: Roman military graffiti in
Dura-Europos shows not only where soldiers spent their time, but also delineates their
relationships to each other and to the civilian community (Baird, 2011).

Graffiti have also been used to explore links between writing and identity more broadly,
accessed via the analysis of language or the use of written space (Adams et al., 2002; Adams,
2003; Mullen and James, 2012). The study of graffiti has been crucial to a range of historical
debates, for example those about ancient literacy, education or bilingualism. They have helped
historians to refine understanding of literate (and non-literate) cultures and provided a wealth
of data on the practices of reading and writing throughout diverse populations. They have helped
to elucidate knowledge of the education systems of the ancient world, of bilingual people and
the presence of multilingual communities within different regions of the Mediterranean (Baird,
2011; Bucking, 2012).

When described like this, ancient graffiti seem familiar; they appear to be similar to those
of the contemporary world. They define space, negotiate identity or demonstrate belonging,
insult or admire people and deploy humour. However, the differences between ancient and
modern graffiti are significant and there are dangers in interpreting the ancient material according
to modern paradigms. Here we outline a few problems. As might be expected from the graffiti
we see around us today, ancient graffiti are often found in public spaces – the public squares
and market places of towns and cities, for example, are often good sites for writers (Langner,
2001; Hoff, 2006) – but we have to be cautious about making direct analogies when we are
looking for the motivations behind this material. Ancient graffiti often have different functions
from, and were received differently to, graffiti in modern urban or suburban contexts.

Frequently, modern graffiti are interpreted as a subcultural response to dominating power
structures (see Ross, Campos in this volume). Political authorities frequently have criminalised
graffiti-writing (to the extent of declaring war on graffiti) and taken ‘zero-tolerance’ approaches
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to those producing them, while the same work is valued by others for social messages or as art
(Austin, 2002; Iveson, 2010). Others have viewed graffiti as a form of self-expression or a critique
of authority (Abaza, 2013). It is seductive to take these paradigms and apply them to the ancient
world, and certainly some examples of graffiti might well be best explained in these ways.
However, a great deal of it cannot.

Take, for example, the graffiti which appears in late antique Aphrodisias (Chaniotis, 2011).
This includes sporting slogans (‘the fortune of the Greens [a chariot team] wins!’), acclamations
of good governance of the local politicians (‘you have earned fame’) and acceptance of the
authority of the Roman Emperor (‘many years for the emperor!’). These appear in prominent
public spaces, but they are not the voices of dissent. Quite the opposite: The political authorities
certainly did not disapprove of such writing; they actively encouraged them. Many other examples
across the ancient world show the same thing; graffiti are often produced by and for elites. It
appears frequently inside their houses (Benefiel and Keegan, forthcoming).

We might also think of graffiti as a predominantly urban phenomenon, appearing in less-
than-salubrious parts of town or as a way of marking territory. Graffiti do appear in ancient
cities, and patterns of preservation ensure that these are common places in which they are found,
but they are also found in non-urban contexts too. From remote mountainsides to deserts, graffiti
attest to the use of writing, sometimes non-literate writing, as a means of communication. Made
by travellers, pilgrims and nomads, this was a way to memorialise presence, to practice and
demonstrate newly acquired skills, or to engage with others coming through a territory. The
Safaitic graffiti in the Syro-Arabian desert, in particular, shows that graffiti in the ancient world
are found in a very wide range of places. These are found almost exclusively in remote sites
rather than settled villages, in places were nomads tended their pastures, and are often written
in Greek as well as Safaitic, the authors’ mother tongue (Macdonald, 2005). Similarly remote
graffiti are also found elsewhere in the Mediterranean world (Langdon and van de Moortel,
2000; Mairs, 2011).

An important way to understand and explain these differences is to view graffiti simply as
one aspect of the ubiquitous writing culture that appeared across the ancient Mediterranean.
Walls, floors and potsherds were just another surface to write on and were often more available
than papyri, wax or wooden tablets which might be expensive, inaccessible and not necessarily
easy to use or familiar. In many places, the writing of graffiti did not require special tools: Scratched
or incised graffiti requires only a sharp point such as a knife or a stylus. Inscribed graffiti in the
marble at the theatre at Aphrodisias or in the Athenian town of Thorikos is surely related to
the proximity of stone quarries to these places and the availability of stone carving tools to the
general population there. Ancient graffiti are just one, of many, different forms of writing, which
sometimes operated decoratively, and sometimes symbolically.

Historical approaches to graffiti

Interpreting graffiti, therefore, requires consideration of a number of issues. Most historians and
archaeologists are interested in graffiti for what they reveal about life in the past, but some of
their critical responses have resonance for the interpretation of contemporary graffiti. Ancient
graffiti are not merely a pleasantly diverting curiosity, but instead they provide a means to think
through some important issues of interpretation which apply to non-ancient contexts too.

Although we have outlined above some of the difficulties of ancient graffiti research, notably
the question of definition and the lack of systematic approaches to recording, this downplays
somewhat a vibrant, encapsulating and self-reflexive field which has much to offer those outside
the discipline. Much exciting work has been done in the recent past and frequently this has
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deliberately engaged with other fields as well as with the general public. Researchers of the
ancient world are well-placed to be at the centre of debates about graffiti since their work
frequently lies at an intersection between different historical disciplines and they are well-trained
in the close reading of both texts and images.

One of the most significant conclusions of the recent interest in ancient graffiti is that the
context in which a graffito is found is crucial to our ability to interpret it; context(s) affect not
only how the material is analysed, but how it is defined in the first place (Baird and Taylor,
2011). This means not only paying attention to the physical location of the text or image or
its means of production, but also to its historical, social and cultural contexts, and the relationship
to other graffiti and features in the landscape. One ramification of this is that the category of
‘graffiti’ itself should be seen as an umbrella term which encapsulates a wide variety of different
practices, locations and social meanings.

Second, this research has shown that it is necessary to look past the stereotypes (popular and
scholarly) about graffiti, whether these are assumptions that graffiti have an immediacy or
truthfulness lacking in other texts, and so are ‘unfiltered’, or ideas that this form of writing has
an immediacy which other forms lack. Both of these interpretations are fantasies that reflect
unsophisticated assessments of the material. Graffiti, like most kinds of mark-making, are bound
by convention, context and performance and as such are rarely as immediate or subversive as
it might first be assumed. There is no unbroken link between a graffito on a wall in, say, Pompeii
and the contemporary world, despite what we might like sometimes to think.

However, a third important conclusion, related to both of these, is that graffiti can be used
to access otherwise ‘invisible’ historical groups. Although it should not be assumed that graffiti
represent the unfiltered markings of the ‘lower classes’, as frequent interpretations have suggested,
and we have stressed above that many graffiti reflect the thoughts and concerns of elites, in
some contexts we can identify the writings and drawings of precisely this group of people.
Drawing particularly on comparative approaches, close analysis of placement and content of
graffiti has allowed the identification of marks likely made by children (Huntley, 2011; Garraffoni
and Laurence, 2013), those made by slaves (Webster, 2008) or women’s contestation of their
normative sexual roles (Levin-Richardson, 2013). This has important ramifications for social
history particularly in a field in which evidence for these groups (particularly the type of evidence
which is produced by them) is extremely scarce. Comparative approaches like these open up
many potential avenues of enquiry which have yet to be explored, and this promises to be a
fruitful line of future research.2

Similarly, archaeological approaches, such as those which focus on materiality, have much
to contribute to other graffiti studies (Frederick, 2014; Frederick and Clarke, 2014). Considering
both graffiti and graffiti-making practices in this way poses questions not only about the techniques
of production and the surfaces on which graffiti are found, but how these encourage or constrain
human interaction (Tilley, 2007). They emphasise how the experiential qualities of writing 
and reading affect interpretation and how they are conditioned by our own cultural contexts.
Viewing graffiti in this way has the potential not only of shifting our perceptions about the
production, consumption and preservation of ancient material, but also encourages the recasting
of contemporary graffiti outside of the illegitimate/illegal or vandalism/art paradigms. Instead
it considers graffiti as cultural production in its own right which is situated in a variety of social,
cultural and temporal networks. We all need to challenge the methodological assumptions which
are rooted in our individual disciplines.

Perhaps most importantly, ancient graffiti raise questions of cultural value. As we have seen,
the perception of (ancient) graffiti as something subversive, or as ‘matter out of place’ (in Mary
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Douglas’ famed formulation for ‘dirt’),3 has frequently led to their marginalisation as a historical
source, but ironically such material is perceived as having greater cultural value than many
contemporary graffiti. Generally, surviving ancient graffiti raise questions of preservation and
vandalism, both in the ancient world and in the contemporary one; the former posing a historical
problem and the latter an ethical one. The outcry in 2013 over a Chinese tourist writing his
name on an Egyptian temple at Luxor reveals starkly divergent attitudes to graffiti – ancient
and modern. The mark-making of ancient Greek, Roman or Coptic tourists visiting Egyptian
sites is preserved, valued and studied (Adams, 2007; Bucking, 2012), that of a contemporary
Chinese visitor considered as vandalism and removed. Press reports and social media were outraged
by the actions of the teenager involved in this incident and considered them a form of
defacement which ‘ruined’ the monument. He was hounded online and publically shamed. Much
of the coverage of the incident employed negative ethnic stereotypes focusing on the writer’s
nationality (as opposed to his age) and depicting the Chinese abroad as ‘uncivilised’ and
‘lack[ing] quality and breeding’ (Pumin, 2013) as if Western tourists never engaged in such
behaviour (that this is not exclusively the ‘problem’ of one group of people, see English Heritage,
1999). In contrast, the nineteenth-century graffito written by Lord Byron on the Classical Greek
temple of Poseidon at Sounion, south of Athens, is considered a tourist attraction in its own
right (Barber, 1999: 234). The intersection of race, class and cultural heritage are thrown into
sharp relief through the production of graffiti. This highlights a temporal dimension to our
analyses which plays into assessments of cultural value: Why are ancient graffiti preserved and
studied but their modern equivalents at ancient sites erased and vilified (Frederick, 2009; Merrill,
2011)?

Conclusion

Historical approaches to graffiti are, therefore, not only useful for those interested in past societies,
but also can provide interpretative paradigms for contemporary scholars in non-historical
disciplines. Reading contemporary graffiti as historical data has distinct advantages; it prompts
not only critical reading of the content of the graffiti but also shows how important various
contexts might be. Since a contextual approach resists a one-size-fits-all interpretation, it
encourages researchers to note the variety of material and develop a diversity of responses to
it. Viewing contemporary graffiti in the longue durée of historical vision enables reflection and
critique of culturally embedded patterns of interpretation rather than assuming a similarity. Instead
of erroneously focusing of the perceived immediacy of the past, we can both expand and contract
the distance between ‘us’ and ‘them’ as appropriate, and nuance our understanding of different
types of writing and reading cultures in the past and in the present. Ancient graffiti resist
monolithic interpretation. They are not a legal problem to be resolved, nor (necessarily) the
marks of a subculture resisting authority, nor are they to be considered through the paradigms
of defining what is, or what is not, a work of ‘art’. Rather, ancient graffiti are examples of
everyday writing that speak of a multitude of different and often competing concerns, contribute
to numerous historical debates and reveal a tension between what is culturally valued and what
is – and what will be – destroyed.

Notes

1 For discussion of the relationship between writing surfaces and texts, see, for example, Johnston (2013).
2 For instance, ancient and modern graffiti in places of confinement: Casella (2009).
3 See Douglas (1966).
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