
                                THE WRITINGʼS ON THE WALL

                                 “SCRIBO, ERGO SUM.”

For the archaeologist graffiti present something of a dilemma. As a law-abiding citizen he 
can only deplore the desecration of a building on which some idiot has scrawled his 
meaningless “tags”. As an archaeologist uncovering a roof tile on which some bored 
Roman soldier has scratched his name will cause the heart to leap with excitement. The 
dead clay speaks and a hand has reached out to him across the centuries. One such tile 
was found at Slack.

The graffiti uncovered at Pompeii are hugely  important for the window they open onto 
aspects of everyday life in the town. Many are just banal, of the “Kilroy” school of graffiti, 
e.g. “Marcus Clodius Primus was here.” And those which have an erotic or explicitly
sexual content could find their like in almost any public lavatory in Britain today. Sadly, no 
Cicero or Shakespeare of rude graffiti has emerged in the  2000 years since the volcanic 
eruption. Those graffiti writers in Pompeii who lacked the inspiration or imagination to 
create even their own vulgar messages drew upon the works of Virgil or Ovid. But this, too, 
is significant, demonstrating  perhaps an unexpected familiarity with some of the great 
classical writers. (Not much Shelley or Wordsworth finds its way onto the walls of our 
public loos!)

There are more than 11 000 examples of the written word in Pompeii,  not just graffiti, but 
inscriptions, notices, advertisements  and wax tablets. This raises the question of literacy 
among the citizens of Pompeii and of the Empire in general. Just how many could read 
and write? It is tempting to say, on the evidence, that the majority could, but this may be 
over-egging the pudding and it remains a controversial subject with no clear answer. There 
was no formal school system in the Empire, although we know that some children 
attended school. Almost certainly these were children of the wealthy elite being groomed 
to take over in their turn the reins of power. Amongst this minority group there was 
probably a hight level of literacy. Indeed, the Empire could hardly have functioned without 
it. The Vindolanda tablets shed some light also onto this corner of Roman life.There was 
probably also a significant group of the uneducated intelligent who had taught themselves 
to read and write, perhaps as a necessary tool in some business activity. But for a large 
majority of the population daily life was possible with little or no literacy.

Establishing the level of literacy in any population is no easy matter. In looking at Britain in 
the 19th century parish records were examined to establish whether the bride and groom 
were able to sign their own names on the register when they married. As the century 
progressed the numbers able to do this did slowly increase. But whether being able to 
spell your own name correctly also indicates an ability to read a play by Shakespeare or to 
respond to a letter from the bank manager is a question more difficult to answer. As those 
foolish enough to expose their verbal utterances on Twitter and Facebook demonstrate, 
there remain many in our society who have the greatest difficulty in stringing a few words 
together in a coherent way.
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