
 

 

                            TWO CHEERS FOR KILROY THEN... 
 
 
I have touched upon the sometimes rather ambivalent attitude of historians and 
archaeologists towards graffiti on a previous occasion (vide: “The Writing’s on the Wall”). 
On the one hand we are angry at the anti-social daubing of so-called “tags” on public 
buildings, on the other if we excavate a piece of Roman tile or pot with a name scratched 
on it, we are thrilled. Somehow, through graffiti, a link has been established across the 
centuries. 
 
 I return to this subject again thanks to a newly published and fascinating book: 
 
         “Medieval Graffiti: The Lost Voices of England’s Churches” 
 
                            by Matthew Champion   Ebury Press £12.99 
 
Matthew Champion, a freelance archaeologist, is director of the Norfolk and Suffolk 
Medieval Graffiti survey and this book concentrates on the discoveries in these two 
counties, although other parts of the country are referred to. 
 
Whilst the keen explorer of our churches may well have noticed the occasional scratchings  
of words and images on walls and pillars, for the most part these images have largely 
gone unnoticed. Mr. Champion reveals just how widespread this graffiti writing was, 
particularly in churches dating from the Middle Ages. He has uncovered  a huge and 
largely forgotten legacy of material shedding much new light on the culture and attitudes of 
medieval man. 
 
He also draws a sharp distinction between the rather furtive activities of our modern graffiti 
“artists”, often regarded as vandalism,  and the scratchings on the walls of medieval 
churches. The latter, he claims, is the one way in which those who had no voice in 
medieval society could make their presence and feelings felt. It was the only way in which, 
quite literally, they could leave their mark upon the world. And the fact that there is so 
much graffiti in these churches must indicate that it was something which was sanctioned, 
perhaps even encouraged. Much of it must have been carried out in full public view. It is 
therefore vital that we try to interpret and understand these scratchings for what they can 
tell us about a sector of medieval life that has gone largely unrecorded. 
 
Most of the graffiti consist of images, signs or other symbols rather then words, not 
surprising perhaps,  given that those who made them would have been largely illiterate. 
And given the context there are of course a large number of crosses. But not exclusively 
so. Mr Champion suggests that many symbols indicate a still firmly held  belief in 
superstition, even black magic, which probably predates the Christian era. Perhaps the 
dividing line between the orthodox and the superstitious was never very clear at that time. 
There are also curses against individuals, not so very different than those found at Roman 
sites such as Bath inscribed on lead tablets. 
 
One of the most interesting chapters deals with the large number of images of medieval 
ships inscribed on the church walls and pillars. They are found in greater number in 
churches on the coast, - Blakeney, for example,  has more than thirty individual medieval 
ships on its walls, - but even churches in Herefordshire have them, which is about as far 
from the sea as you can get in this country. There is one curious aspect of all these ship 



 

 

images:  the full hull of the ship is shown in profile seen from the side, not from the 
waterline upwards, as most of us would probably draw a ship today. 
 
This brief summary of Mr. Champion’s book barely scratches the surface (sorry!) of the 
wealth of information his researches have revealed, offering the reader a new and very 
different perspective on the medieval world. It has well-produced colour images of many of 
the graffiti discussed. Highly recommended. The author has also produced a short 
YouTube video with many other examples to complement the book. This can be found at: 
 
 
                                www.youtube.com/watch?v=kfirh5p6dsg  
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