
Ancient Graffiti Project (AGP): Overview

The Ancient Graffiti Project provides a digital resource for
locating and studying graffiti.  AGP was designed for the graffiti
of the early Roman Empire from the cities of Pompeii and
Herculaneum, but our resource will soon include the graffiti from
the Basilica at Smyrna as well.  AGP currently displays all graffiti
from Herculaneum (ca. 350) and several hundred from Pompeii, 
including those found in the Lupanar (VII.12.18).

Project Background and Design Goals

Ancient graffiti are highly personalized inscriptions and are 
heterogeneous in their content, format, handwriting, and 
expression; therefore, multiple factors hinder attempts at studying 
ancient graffiti collectively and holistically. 

The Ancient Graffiti Project has been designed: 
1) to provide a scholarly resource for the study of graffiti 

by providing accurate, comprehensive, and up-to-date 
critical editions of each inscription; 

2) to lower the barriers to the study of ancient graffiti and 
everyday Latin for students and the public; and 

3) to facilitate new avenues of research through the use 
of digital tools, a user-friendly interface, and a digital 
resource that is interoperable and integrated within 
leading digital humanities initiatives.

As a born-digital project, AGP is also designed to offer ample 
illustration and rich contextual data for each inscription (see Fig. 
2). Many graffiti are deteriorating rapidly as the wall plaster upon 
which they were written remains exposed to the elements. We 
have therefore begun a program of fieldwork, surveying and 
documenting the ancient graffiti that still survive in situ, to record 
each inscription as fully as possible before it disappears.

Enhanced Data in AGP

AGP provides specific information for each graffito designed to
make the content of the database accessible to the broadest group
of users. Captions briefly summarize the content of the text and
appear as a heading for each inscription. Translations of every
text into English appear on the results page and on the individual 
graffito page.  For scholars, detailed measurements gathered
during our fieldwork are provided to give greater contextual
information about each surviving graffito. 

AGP Search Engine -- Special Features

Maps (Fig. 1): Because location and contextual information are 
essential for understanding a graffito, the primary search interface 
of AGP features interactive maps of the sites. When the user 
hovers over a building, the name and address of that building 
appear. For an expert, the property information tells them if they 
are looking at the appropriate location; a non-specialist will learn 
the name and can easily scan through the city's buildings.  All 
locations for graffiti have been checked against the publication 
history, correlated to the current maps of Pompeii and 
Herculaneum, and standardized for consistency. 

Image Gallery (Fig. 2): Each graffito is illustrated with a gallery
of images that can include photographs, photographs with
overlays, and line-drawings. Clicking on an image enlarges it and
makes it the central illustration. We create and display enhanced
photographs and line-drawings whenever possible since ancient
graffiti are extremely difficult to photograph and the thin ductus
of the letters is hard to discern in photos. Toggling back and forth
between the different images on AGP helps make the ancient
inscription more visible.

Filters (Fig. 3): To help users better search the large corpus of 
ancient graffiti, we designed a set of filters to work in 
conjunction with browsing capability. They allow a user to refine 
and/or restrict a search, or to create a multi-faceted query. The 
filter options appear on the left-hand side of the screen of any 
results page and include filters for city, property, property type, 
drawing category, writing style, and language. A user can select 
and combine any number of filters. With each filter selected or 
deselected, the refined results are automatically returned. 

Figural Graffiti (Fig. 4): Figural graffiti represent a significant
portion of ancient handwritten inscriptions; yet, they often have
been omitted or reduced to brief verbal descriptions in the records
of textual graffiti.  AGP offers an individual digital record for
each graffito, including all graffiti drawings.  These drawings are
fully documented and illustrated to give users a holistic picture of
all graffiti found in Herculaneum, Pompeii, and, soon, Smyrna.

Integration with Other Projects: AGP is fully integrated within 
Epigraphic Database Roma (EDR) and the EAGLE portal. We 
also link to the following on-line resources: Herculaneum 
Panoramas, Parco Archeologico di Ercolano, Parco Archeologico
di Pompei, Pompeii in Pictures, and Pleiades.

Fig. 2: Individual Graffito Page for CIL IV.10547 with image gallery (right)

Fig. 3: Filters on the results page allow the user to refine or restrict searches, or to create a multi-faceted query.

Fig. 4: Examples of Figural Graffiti in AGP. Boats from Casa dei Quattro Stili (I.8.7) in Pompeii (left), a head

from the Basilica of Smyrna (middle), and a camel from Casa Sannitica (V.1) in Herculaneum (right). A user can

also search for figural graffiti by category.
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FIg. 1: Homepage of AGP. Explore ancient handwritten inscriptions in Herculaneum and Pompeii by browsing maps of the sites
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