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On May 12, 1989, New York's Metropolitan Transport-
ation Authority officially declared that the war on graffiti 
was over. The last graffitied train had been cleaned, or 
buffed. (MTA, 2014)

In 1992, only three years after the end of the glorious 
style wars on the New York subway, the first documented 
metro train was painted in Rome, Italy. At first the transport 
company cleaned the sporadic pieces appearing overnight, 
but as the number of graffiti writers grew and they found 
more places to paint, above or below ground, their pieces 
started to run. Like in the Big Apple only a few years earlier, 
trains were not cleaned and graffiti travelled through and 
under the city, back and forth, shining its flashy colours 
daily to hundreds of thousands of Roman commuters and 
tourists who came to the Eternal City to witness firsthand 
its ancient history and glory.
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This unique situation where graffiti lives relatively 
untouched for years at a time, represents in the collective 
memory of graffiti writers worldwide how subway graffiti 
should be. In most countries, graffiti is immediately cleaned 
off the trains and the public never gets to see the graffiti 
writers’ creations. But more importantly, the writers 
themselves only rarely see their pieces running, and usually 
only for an extremely short time, if at all. Seeing one's 
name run up and down the city for months and years on 
end together with the names of the multitude of other writers 
sharing the same subway system, and seeing the trains 
gradually fill up with every colour imaginable like gigantic 
rolling canvases, is an experience to behold, so shocking 
and powerful, that word soon spread outside of Rome and 
Italy, attracting the first foreigners who, starting in 1994, 
travelled there to experience in person that bygone New 
York feeling of breathing in a completely painted subway 
system. German, Dutch, French, and Spanish writers, 
among others, began visiting on a regular basis, bringing 
with them their experience, different styles and taste, and 
considerably influencing the mentality and attitude of local 
writers. Rome soon became the main destination for subway 
writers from all over the world. (Figure 1. ‘SHIT's RUNNIN!’ 
written in green above the windows by Nesh from Austria, 
indicating his excitement in seeing the completely painted 
trains running. Below, a piece by a Berlin writer, and a 
tag in yellow by Oval, another Austrian. Lido line, Rome, 
Italy, 1996. Photograph ©David Busby.)

From the mid-'90s onwards the situation evolved 
considerably. Many different crews of writers sprang up 

around the city, with every line being regularly painted.  
The Lido line in particular, which goes to the seaside, was 
so heavily hit, that all clean space quickly filled up and 
writers started routinely painting over each other's works, 
resulting in the stratification, or layering of the graffiti on 
the sides of the trains. The rest of the metro lines eventually 
suffered the same fate, as did all of the other suburban 
train lines connecting Rome to towns in the Lazio region.

Since then, Rome's subway cars have been painted 
over and over in a mad struggle to attain visibility, in an 
attempt to stay afloat in the suffocating, alienating chaos 
of everyday city life that has reflected as a suffocating 
visual chaos on the sides of the trains. (Figure 2. Apart 
from the Romans Gast, Jn, Hiom, Konos, Far, MDF, and 
Chiz, also present here are Parisian writers Fuzi, Vans, 
Siter 1, and Gaz, as well as Honet and Opak who came 
on a separate occasion. Lido line, Rome, Italy, 1996. 
Photograph ©Jonathan Levin. Figure 3. B-line and Lido 
line trains crossing over a bridge in the S. Paolo district. 
Rome, Italy, 2012. Photograph ©Jonathan Levin.) 

Due to the ephemeral nature of this phenomenon, 
graffiti writers routinely document their creations. Rome's 
subway cars have been photographed again and again at 
irregular time intervals by each generation in the attempt 
to capture and document the graffiti present on the trains 
in their time. (Figure 4. Writers photographing an A-line 
train running over the Nenni Bridge which crosses the 
Tiber River. Writers: THE, Lit, Jn, Men, Genews, Reo, 
Dome, Esor, Wies. Rome, Italy, 2001. Photograph ©Marco 
Lanzoni.)
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So, the focus of my work has been essentially archival, 
having digitised the photo collections of dozens of individuals 
revolving around the Roman metro. Thousands of photographs 
taken with a myriad of different photo cameras, amateurish 
or professional, analogical or digital, and shot in many 
different situations: in sunlight or in shade, from close up 
or far away, by day or by night, sideways or frontally.

By organising these images by train line, year, author, 
and most importantly, carriage number, I have been able 
to identify and reconstruct different moments in time for 
hundreds of these subway cars.

One thing is immediately apparent: not only do the 
surfaces of the carriages repeatedly change aesthetically, 
but in particular, the graffiti itself also transforms, gradually 
deteriorating by way of various natural and human causes.

Additionally, the more time passes, the more probable 
it is that several of these causes or dynamics may be present 
concurrently on the same subway car, adding up cumulatively 
and thus determining its resulting aesthetic appearance.

This transformational quality is part of the very 
essence of this graffiti that slowly gets old and eventually 
dies just like its creators. One could say that these graffiti 
works live a life of their own.

Below are listed the different natural and human 
dynamics accompanied by examples of their photographic 
documentation. The multiple-photo layouts show the same 
subway cars over time at irregular intervals, and the images 
are to be read from top to bottom, where the first one is 
farthest back in time, and the last one is most recent in 
time. Dates represent years when photos were shot, which 
may or may not correspond to the year the graffiti was 
painted.

NATURAL FACTORS:
Whitening: the graffiti is exposed to the action of the 

sun, and this causes the paints to gradually become whitish 
or lighter in colour. (Figure 5. Writer: Poison. Lido line, 
Rome, Italy, 2007 & 2014. Photographs ©Davide Mancini 
& ©Jonathan Levin. Figure 6. Writer: Stand. B-line, Rome, 
Italy, 1996 & 1999. Photographs ©Emiliano Cataldo, 
©Jonathan Levin.)

Darkening: soot, grease, dust, and general filth tend 
to darken the graffiti over time. Colours lose their brilliance 
and luminosity, becoming sombre. (Figure 7. Writer: Jn. 
B-line, Rome, Italy, 1996 & 1999. Photographs ©Jonathan 
Levin. Figure 8. Writer: Ver. B-line, Rome, Italy, 2005 & 
2012. Photographs ©Andrea Rodolico & ©Jonathan 
Levin.) 

Discolouring: the colours may discolour (physically 
disappear from the surface), especially metallic colours 
such as gold or silver. Red paints can also be especially 
susceptible to this dynamic. (Figure 9. Silver paint 
disappears completely, showing train's original orange-
gray livery. Writers: Was, Starsky, Endone, Esor, Rote. 
A-line, Rome, Italy, 1994 & 2004. Photographs ©Emiliano 
Cataldo & ©Davide Mancini. Figure 10. The red and 
fuchsia discolour significantly, especially on the blue 
doors made of smooth plastic where the paint adheres 
less effectively than on the rest of the textured metal 
surface of the carriage. Writers: Kare, Poo, Des, Lash, 
Kaio, Cronz, Stan, End, Boom. B-line, Rome, Italy, 2004, 
2012 & 2017. Photographs ©Jonathan Levin, ©Cristiano 
Di Domenico & ©Jonathan Levin.)

HUMAN FACTORS:
Buffing: systematic removal of paint from train 

windows with acids that damage the graffiti below. This is 
one of the most common dynamics encountered. Partial 
or complete removal from train cars with these chemicals.
(Figure 11. Removal of paint from windows. Graffiti work 
is almost completely destroyed. Writers: Des, Gast. 
B-line, Rome, Italy, 2004 & 2007. Photographs ©Andrea 
Rodolico. Figure 12. Paint removed from windows and 
from where buttons to open doors are located to ensure 
commuters can find them (blue rectangles). Writer: One. 
B-line, Rome, Italy, 1997 & 1999. Photographs ©Daniele 
Carlucci & ©Jonathan Levin. Figure 13. Car with graffiti 
on it (top image) and after its complete removal (bottom 
image). Black tags beside the car number (centre, top) 
that survived cleaning, and orange and silver tags on 
the motor below are proof both images are of the same 
side of the subway car. Adhesive livery depicting the 
Colosseum, St. Peter's Basilica, the Altar of the Fatherland, 
and the Trevi Fountain, all famous Roman monuments. 
Writers: Nriu, Carne, Scream, PMS, Kediz, Fuzi (Paris), 
WPA, Wine. B-line, Rome, Italy, 2017 & 2018. Photographs 
©Jonathan Levin.) 

Application of adhesive films: the transport company 
applies adhesive films to completely wrap train cars in an 
attempt to cover the graffiti which is not cleaned beforehand.
(Figure 14. Car with graffiti on it (top image) and after 
application of adhesive film (bottom image) featuring 
what might look like graffiti at first glance, but is really 
a commercial advertisement. Writers: ZTK. B-line, Rome, 
Italy, 1995 & 2004. Photographs ©Jonathan Levin.)

Accumulation: the writers’ tags, throw-ups, and 
pieces gradually fill up all clean space on the subway cars 
in a random and arbitrary manner. This is actually only 
partially true, as this dynamic is also heavily determined 
by the various interactions between graffiti writers, and 
by their codes of conduct that often result in episodes of 
crossing out, or stratification. (Figure 15. Writers: Bam5, 
Che, Teach and Zomby and Fume (London), Math 
(Amsterdam). Rome, Italy, 1995, 1996 & 1999. Photographs 
©Emiliano Cataldo, ©David Busby & ©Jonathan Levin.)

Stratification: differences in style, mentality, or 
outlook – often resulting in conflicts between writers – can 
cause them to paint over each other's works. But as all 
clean space on the sides of the trains fil ls up, graffiti 
inevitably stratifies if writers want to keep up their activity.

It is not only graffiti writers who cross each other 
out, but the security guards protecting the depots too, who 
have often written insults and threats on graffiti works with 
spray cans left there during chases. Some of them have 
even chosen pseudonyms just like the writers themselves. 
(Figure 16. Details of the painted explosion on the upper 
half where the windows are located allow identification 
that it is the same subway car. Writers: Men, Syla, Jn, 
Skee and Oase and Set (Amsterdam), Noia, Ver, Kare, 
Pim. Rome, Italy, 1999, 2000, 2000 & 2000. Photographs 
©Jonathan Levin & ©Andrea Rodolico. Figure 17. Three 
security guards use their pseudonyms: Doc Verga, Ronny, 
and Lulas to cross out a CAPUT MUNDI wholecar with 
tags and an insult, translation: “POISON EXCREMENT” 
Writers: Reps, Poison, Kripoe (Berlin), Moke. Rome, 
Italy, 2011 & 2012. (Photograhs ©Poison & ©Jonathan 
Levin.) 
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