
 

 

 

 

CHURCH HISTORIC GRAFFITI SURVEY 

RECORDING HANDBOOK FOR VOLUNTEERS 

 

  



Welcome 

This handbook provides a basic introduction to the techniques and methods 

we will be using to record historic graffiti from churches in chapels in North-

east England, as part of the Lottery Heritage Fund-ed Belief in the North-East 

project. You will find everything you need here to record graffiti and informal 

carvings in your local church and to report it back to the project afterwards.  

 

 

 

 Medieval graffiti – from the Prior’s chapel, Durham Cathedral 



Choosing a site 

There are over 100 medieval churches and chapels in north-east England 

ranging from the very large (such as Durham Cathedral) to remote ruined 

chapels. It is up to you which church you initially choose to explore, although 

before you start check in with us to make sure no-one else has selected it.  

 

Some churches are open all the time, others only some of the time, whilst for 

others you may need to make special arrangements. Because of this, it is 

always a good idea to make contact with the churchwardens before you start 

your survey. You can usually find information about how to contact them on 

the A Church Near You website (www.achurchnearyou.com) or you can usually 

find the relevant details on the church noticeboard or the church may have its 

own website. 

Try to find out a little about the church before you start work – how old is it? 

Has it been renovated or altered in the recent past? Has there been any other 

archaeological or architectural recording carried out at the site? 

The best basic introduction to the architecture of churches in the region are 

the two volumes (Durham; Northumberland) of Pevsner’s Buildings of England. 

The Durham volume has just been updated, but the older edition is perfectly 

fine. You should be able to find copies in your local library or they are easily 

available second-hand. Another good source of information is the National 

Heritage List for England (https://historicengland.org.uk/listing/the-list/) which 

contained the official Listed Building description for all historic buildings. It is 

easy to search, and you won’t have problems finding the relevant church. 

Finally you could look at the local Historic Environment Record website – for 

the modern counties of Durham and Northumberland these can be found at 

www.keystothepast.info whilst for Tyne and Wear visit 

https://www.twsitelines.info/  

 

Remember – plan ahead! 

 

 

 

http://www.achurchnearyou.com/
https://historicengland.org.uk/listing/the-list/
http://www.keystothepast.info/
https://www.twsitelines.info/


What do you need? 

 

The basic process of recording graffiti involves only simple equipment, 

although for more complicated examples, it is quite possible to bring in more 

technical kit. In practical terms you will need a camera, a light source, a scale 

and key paperwork 

CAMERA:  Almost any digital camera will do, and most smartphones and 

tablets also have powerful and effective cameras. However, make sure that the 

latter are set to record images at high resolution to ensure the images have 

enough detail. You might want to bring a tripod, particularly if you are working 

alone 

LIGHT SOURCE: Even at the best of times, many churches can be quite dark, 

and careful use of lighting can also be used to bring out detail. Almost any light 

source can be used – but generally LED torches and spotlights work best and 

give a clear, even light.  

SCALE: A scale is crucial to give a sense of the size of the graffiti you are 

recording. Simple credit card photographic scales are easily available – or you 

can print and cut out one of these https://bit.ly/3EVRACT . Make sure that any 

scale you use is marked in centimetres not inches! To avoid damage to 

potentially fragile features don’t stick scales onto walls with blu-tac or similar. 

If you can simply rest it, then you will need to hold it – this means it’s best to 

go graffiti hunting with other people. A spare pair of hands is always useful. 

PAPERWORK: For each church visited you will need to complete a Site Record 

Sheet and if you take any photographs a photograph record sheet. You can 

download these from our website at http://www.beliefne.net/survey-church-

graffiti.html  You can find completed examples of these sheets later in this 

handbook. Don’t submit photographs without the relevant record sheet. 

CHECKLIST: memory cards, batteries/powerpack, scales, pens/pencil, enough 

recording sheets, something to lean on (clipboard) 

  

https://bit.ly/3EVRACT
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CARRYING OUT YOUR SURVEY 

 

First, start your Site Record Sheet – fill in the key details, and draw a sketch 

plan of the church. This needn’t been perfectly to scale – but good enough to 

give a sense of where the graffiti you record might be. Make sure you give 

numbers to the piers/columns – see the completed recording sheet later in this 

handbook to follow the correct conventions for this. If you are not confident in 

your own drawing ability have a check to see if there is a church guide or 

leaflet which may contain a plan (don’t forget to pay for it if you take it away!).  

 

Work systematically – choose a sensible starting point and carefully work 

round the church in a structured way. Don’t forget to look both outside and 

inside and include the porch. 

Check all surfaces – don’t just look  at stonework – check out plastered walls, 

wood (pews; choir stalls; organ cases etc), lead and even glass.  

If in doubt, record it! We are aiming to carry out a good base-line survey so 

want to record everything; we can always reject records later. Nothing is too 

recent. Always try to get multiple photographs of anything you think might be 

interesting – ideally from different angles.  

Health and safety:  Be careful; like any old building in constant use there can 

be all sorts of hazards, particularly things to trip over or bang your head on. 

Don’t climb on chairs or benches to get better images, don’t go into areas that 

are clearly not for public access (towers; vestries etc). It’s always best to work 

in groups – and make sure you have a phone to contact the emergency 

services if necessary. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



PHOTOGRAPHING GRAFFITI 

Getting good clear images of possible graffiti is not always easy – you may 

need to take multiple photographs from different angles using a range of light 

sources. Take time to experiment, and take plenty of images – it’s better to 

have too many images than too few. The great thing about digital photography 

is that you can take plenty of images at no cost and you can check quickly and 

easily on site whether your images are working.  

 

The key trick is to use raking/side light to illuminate the feature you are trying 

to photograph. This will bring out detail and improve contrast through creating 

areas of shadow. Even very faint scratches can be brought out clearly with 

judicious use of a light source. Try holding a light to the left or right of the 

image to get a clear picture – but experiment with a range of angles if needed. 

However, avoid shining light directly at the surface – usually the greater / more 

oblique the angle, the better the image (see the examples on the next page). 

 

Figure © Norfolk Graffiti Survey http://www.medieval-graffiti.co.uk/   

  



 

 

 

All images on this page © Norfolk Graffiti Survey 

http://www.medieval-graffiti.co.uk/   

BAD – not enough 

contrast. Light source 

not at oblique angle 

BAD – light source 

too close to the 

subject – resulting in 

light reflecting of 

stone surface causing 

glare 

GOOD – light source at 

oblique angle creating 

good contrast but far 

away enough to avoid 

glare/reflection 



HINTS AND TIPS 

If in doubt, record everything! It might look odd or confusing but it could be 

important! Equally, even record modern inscriptions; they might be older than 

you think, and could be of interest in their own right. 

 

There are lots of variables- weather, light conditions – take plenty of images 

and if need be go back for a second visit. 

 

Don’t do anything that could put yourself, others or the building at risk. 

 

Remember – churches are active places of worship. Be respectful of the 

building and other visitors. Don’t forget to sign the visitors book- it really helps 

churches to know how many people visit them. 

 

If you have any questions or queries don’t hesitate to contact the project team 

at d.a.petts@durham.ac.uk  

  

mailto:d.a.petts@durham.ac.uk


SUBMITTING COMPLETED RECORDS: USING DROPBOX 

 

Once you have completed your survey you will need to submit it to the Belief 

in the North-East team. Even simple church surveys can produce lots of 

images- far too many to submit via email – so we are using a free on-line 

service called Dropbox, which can be used to share image and text files easily 

online. It’s easy to use using the instructions below- but if you would rather 

use other services (e.g. WeTransfer) just let the project team know, we’re very 

flexible.  

 

Instructions (for PC) 

(1) Download and install Dropbox from Dropbox.com. The instructions are 

provided on-screen; it’s very easy and crucially, its free! 

 

(2) Open up your Dropbox folder- and create a folder (using the icon) for 

each church you have surveyed. Name the folder after the village/parish 

name rather than the church dedication (this is so we can easily order 

the records alphabetically) 

 

(3) Open your new folder and drag/drop or upload the files you want to 

send into the folder. You will see a blue icon while you are uploading, 

which will turn green once the upload is complete. You can now share 

the folder 

 

(4) To share the folder you can right click on the folder which will produce a 

dropdown list of options – click on ‘Share Dropbox link’ and a link will be 

copied to your clipboard –you can paste it and send it to 

d.a.petts@durham.ac.uk  

 

If you have problems there are good Dropbox help pages or drop us a line at 

the email above and we’ll talk you through the process or find an alternative 
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EXAMPLE: COMPLETED SITE RECORD SHEET 

 

  



FURTHER INFORMATION 

 

For more information about medieval church graffiti there are lots of 

wonderful on-line resources 

Norfolk Graffiti Survey – the biggest and the best of existing graffiti surveys – 

they have an excellent website with lots of information about recording and 

interpreting graffiti in churches- obviously focuses on Norfolk but with wider 

applications http://www.medieval-graffiti.co.uk/ 

Lincolnshire Medieval Graffiti Survey https://lincsgraffiti.wixsite.com/lmgs  

Derbyshire and Nottinghamshire Medieval Graffiti survey 

https://dnmgs.wordpress.com/  

Worcestershire Historic Graffiti project  

https://worcestershiremedievalgraffiti.wordpress.com/  

Wiltshire Medieval Graffiti project  

https://www.wiltshire-medieval-graffiti-survey.com/  

Hampshire Field Club & Archaeological Society: Medieval Graffiti 

https://www.hantsfieldclub.org.uk/medieval-graffiti/index.html  

On social media check out the following 

Twitter  

Kent Graffiti Survey @graffitikent 

NW Historic graffiti @NWHistGraffit 

Facebook 

English Medieval Graffiti group 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/1612541522308776/  

 

http://www.medieval-graffiti.co.uk/
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