
This is a Creative Commons licensed work. 
 
This original work (excluding illustrations) was created by Danny Birchall as 
coursework for the Museum Cultures MA at Birkbeck College, University of London. 
 
This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution 3.0 Unported License. 
To view a copy of this license, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/. 
 

 
 

This means that you are free: 

• to Share — to copy, distribute and transmit the work  
• to Remix — to adapt the work  
• to make commercial use of the work  

Under the following conditions: 

• Attribution — You must attribute the work in the manner specified by the 
author or licensor (but not in any way that suggests that they endorse you or 
your use of the work).  

With the understanding that:  

• Waiver — Any of the above conditions can be waived if you get permission 
from the copyright holder.  

• Public Domain — Where the work or any of its elements is in the public 
domain under applicable law, that status is in no way affected by the license.  

• Other Rights — In no way are any of the following rights affected by the 
license:  

o Your fair dealing or fair use rights, or other applicable copyright 
exceptions and limitations;  

o The author's moral rights;  
o Rights other persons may have either in the work itself or in how the 

work is used, such as publicity or privacy rights.  

 



Danny Birchall   The Hackney Flickr pool: an amateur archive  Page 1 of 10 

The Hackney Flickr pool: an amateur archive 
Danny Birchall 
 
The importance of digital images for archival institutions is generally as surrogates to 

preserve or provide access to existing physical archival material (Poole and McKenna, 

2010, p.1). Some organisations such as the Internet Archive (2011) do concern 

themselves with preserving ‘born digital’ material for posterity; what is less often 

considered is the way in which individual websites and online communities might 

function as temporary, transient or unofficial archives themselves. With this in mind, I 

would like to look at the Hackney Flickr Pool, a collection of photos assembled by the 

general public, and consider how an ‘amateur’ archive might emerge from the practice of 

amateur photography. 

Flickr is a photo-sharing website, established in 2004 and currently owned by 

internet giant Yahoo! (Flickr blog, 2005). Users upload photos and organise them into 

sets. They can add tags and metadata to their photographs (location, camera details etc), 

and comment on each others’ photos. The most popular collaborative activity on Flickr is 

the group, which takes a subject, theme or aesthetic and invites users to add related  

photos to the group’s pool. 

In order to think about whether and how this collection of photographs functions as 

an archive, it might be productive first to compare the Hackney Flickr pool to the London 

Borough of Hackney’s official archives, in two ways. Firstly, how one approaches the 

images online; and secondly, how the idea of Hackney as an entity is understood. 

Access to Hackney Historic Images, the photographic portion of Hackney Archives 

begins not with images, but with a verbal search function (London Borough of Hackney, 

2011a). A pre-defined list of subject terms and locations is provided, so one can for 

example search for ‘cinemas’ in ‘Stoke Newington High Street’. Alternatively, one can 

search using a free-text keyword: ‘fire’ returns images of both fireplaces and fire damage. 

The Hackney Flickr pool is approached not through words but through thumbnails of the 

images themselves (Flickr, 2011), chronologically arranged by the date on which they 

were added to the pool. It is possible to use keywords or tags to search the pool, but the 

primary approach is through browsing photographs. 
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Hackney Archives explicitly defines itself as the official archive of the London 

Borough of Hackney and its predecessor municipal bodies (2011b). The Hackney Flickr 

pool offers a discursive description of what it is considered permissible to add to the pool. 

It begins with a precise definition of the area considered to be Hackney, discusses 

historical anomalies, and lists subdivisions of Hackney. Rules for inclusion are not static: 

a recent addition prohibits ‘all shots of flowers, other plant material or nature in general 

that do not contain urban context, preferably Hackney urban context’. So one may only 

submit a picture of a flower growing in Hackney if it is clear from ‘urban context’ that 

such a flower belongs to Hackney. 

While both Hackney archives and the Hackney Flickr pool are dedicated to the 

function of documenting Hackney there is a marked difference in emphasis in the way in 

which the material relates to Hackney. We could say that Hackney Archives’ presentation 

of its material is primarily oriented towards municipal politics and the local community, 

supported by Caroline Steedman’s contention that all archives have their origin in the 

exercise of state and civic power (2001, p.69). The Hackney Flickr pool, by contrast, 

takes an explicitly visual and territorial approach to its content.  

There isn’t space here to develop an exhaustive typology of photographs in the 

pool, but it is possible to identify some typical kinds of photographs. Images of the urban 

fabric (buildings, graffiti and street scenes) are popular, particularly when that fabric is in 

the process of transition. Lesney Matchbox Factory (suburbanslice, 2010) (fig 1) shows a 

well-known Hackney landmark mid-demolition. Pictures of events taking place in the 

borough are also common, such as East London Gay Pride (Owen, 2011) (fig 2) as well 

as pictures of everyday activity, like Women Boxing, London Fields (Rank, 2011) (fig 3). 

Photographs that have been exhibited as art elsewhere (Dorley-Brown, 2010a) are also 

present, such as tudor grove e9 2010 (detail) (Dorley-Brown, 2010b) (fig 4). Juxtaposing 

two photographs to demonstrate the passage of time is a common technique, whether the 

photograph is from another archive as in Stoke Newington Church Street 1925-2011 (roll 

the dice, 2011) (fig 5) or revisiting one of the photographer’s own images, as in greenway 

entrance 1999-2011 (Dorley-Brown, 2011) (fig 6).  

This last is a visual configuration familiar from many books of local history 

photographs (Mander, 1991). Contributors to the Hackney Flickr pool not only have a 
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sense of their photographs providing a record which has an affinity with an entity 

(‘Hackney’), but are also aware enough of existing conventions and uses of archival 

material to modify and adapt, even playfully, those practices.  

An example of the first type of photo, Synagogue remnant, Upper Clapton (Fahey, 

2007), offers some clues to how an individual image works as a part of the archive. 

Taken with a point-and-shoot camera, and visually rather unremarkable, the photograph 

shows two synagogue gates in the distinctive shape of a pair of menorahs (ritual 

candlesticks), in front of a boarded-up entrance. The picture has a certain poignancy for 

anyone familiar with the understanding of east London as a place of successive ‘waves of 

newcomers’ (O’Neill, 1999, p.xix): it is a reminder that old material inscriptions of 

identity are being erased even as new ones are established. 

Looking at this photograph alone (Fig 7), we can consider it compositionally and 

aesthetically and perhaps bring our own understanding of its social and cultural 

circumstances to bear. In its full context on Flickr (Fig 8), lots of extra information about 

the photograph is available. Among this, two kinds of information here are typically 

archival and one is not. The presence of photographer Fin Fahey’s ‘photostream’ makes 

clear the photograph is part of Fahey’s body of work; this picture was taken in the context 

of a practice concerned with representing the urban fabric. The image is also loosely 

subject indexed with 28 tags which, though they have no hierarchy and are subject to no 

thesaurus, provide significant information (‘e5’, ‘Jewish’, ‘demolition’) about the 

photograph’s content and physical and social location. 

These typically archival properties of the photograph are accompanied by a 

conversation among Flickr users about its subject, a demolished synagogue. Questions of 

redevelopment, ownership and personal history and memory are all raised in relation to 

the site the photograph represents. This conversation is typical of the kind of 

conversations people have about archival objects, but is rarely found so immanently 

attached to the archival object itself. 

How can we best understand this photo in the context of its context, as it were? We 

might suggest that Barthes’ studium (2009, p.26) has been realized and made explicit. 

What Barthes defines as social and cultural participation in the scene of the photograph 
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has now, through metadata and conversation, been made available to the textual reader of 

the photograph’s context.  

This, however, is to consider both photograph and Flickr page as static objects into 

which meaning has been encoded, and from which it can be directly read. A more useful 

analysis might take into account the social production of the  photograph itself. In his 

1990s work on mass popular culture, Gargantua, Julian Stallabrass identifies, via Pierre 

Bourdieu, four basic types of photographer: professional, snapper, amateur and artist 

(1996, p.27). He singles out the amateur for special consideration: poised between the 

artist and the snapper, the amateur photographer is primarily concerned with the aesthetic 

and performative qualities of their photography. Most of the photography in the Hackney 

Flickr pool (and indeed on Flickr in general) fits into this ‘amateur’ category. Stallabrass, 

however, considers that the advent of mass digital photography  threatens the nature of 

the photographic print as a craft object (p.34), upon which the amateur photographer 

relies, and thereby predicts the amateur’s demise. 

His failure to predict the possibility of a resurgence in amateur photography through 

digital technology might in turn be a failure to consider the social circumstances of the 

photograph’s consumption as well as that of its production. In ‘A Life More 

Photographic’, Rubinstein and Sluis suggest that Web 2.0 technologies such as Flickr are 

transforming and replacing the traditional ‘archival and sharing practices’ of personal 

photography (2008, p.16) facilitating a renewed engagement with images themselves and 

providing a space in which communities of interest can gather around photography 

(p.19). Flickr is  precisely the kind of environment in which amateur photography can 

flourish. 

If Flickr supports amateur photography, the Hackney Flickr pool might be where an 

amateur, informal archive can begin to take shape. As amateur photography adapts and 

refines its practices from professional photography, so too might an informal, amateur 

archive begin by borrowing, refining and redefining existing archival forms, moving 

from the municipal to the territorial and emphasising visual evidence and personal 

memory over historical knowledge. In this case it is not just the material in the archive, 

but the amateur archive itself which is ‘born digital’. 

1,501 words 
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Illustrations 
 

 
Fig 1. ‘Lesney Matchbox Factory’ by suburbanslice 

 
Fig 2. ‘East London Gay Pride’ by Dennis Owen 

  

 
Fig 3. ‘Women boxing, London Fields’, by Michael 
Rank 

 
Fig 5. ‘Stoke Newington Church Street 1925-2011’, 
by roll the dice 
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Fig 4. ‘tudor grove e9 2010 (detail)’, by Chris Dorley-Brown 
 

 
 
Fig 6. ‘greenway entrance 1999-2011’, by Chris Dorley-Brown 
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Fig 7. ‘Synagogue remnant, Upper Clapton’, by Fin Fahey 
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Fig 8. Flickr page containing ‘Synagogue remnant, Upper Clapton’, by Fin Fahey 


