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This research project aims to understand how the construction of photographic archives impacts how the

Troubles is remembered in Northern Ireland today. My research is concerned with how multiple historical

narratives are managed at archival interfaces, how different regimes of ethics determine what is included

in or omitted from the archive, and archival omissions can create omissions of memory. My fieldwork

involves participant observation in photography archives and interviews with photographers and archivists.
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Photographic truth is more complicated than

is popularly believed, owing to trust in the

photographic index from the photosensitive

process of the analogue camera by which

photographs are "stenciled off the real" and to

the concurrent rise of positivism at the advent

of this process (Sontag 1977). Multiple "true"

representations are possible and omissions are

as notable as that which is included.

Documents are imbued with an increased

"truth-value" when they are understood as

being "archival" (Baron 2014), and the inclusion

of certain documents into an archive validates

them as authoritative (Ramsden 2016). Yet the

archival process is as subjective as the

photographic process, and the positionality of

the archivist is as critical to the construction of

the archive.

Photography has a long-recognised

relationship to violence, and there are many

verbal parallels between cameras and guns:

we ‘load’ and ‘aim’ a camera to ‘shoot’ film.

Whereas the violence of a gun is concentrated

on the person at the end of the barrel, the

violence of a camera is concentrated on the

viewer of a photograph.

DOUBLE VISION

Sometimes, mundane photographs are

erroneously perceived by the viewer as being

related to the Troubles. 

Other times, mundane photographs are read

through the lens of the Troubles:

"One day I got to speaking with him about a set
of wedding photographs that his parents appear
in. He pointed out one woman and said that she
was a relative of his who was killed by a bomb
in a bar... Although these are expressly not
political photographs, they are interpreted
somewhat through a political narrative."

Due to the subjectivity of the photographic

process, a photographer's positionality

matters. It is, therefore, significant to note the

ways in which local photographers subverted

the representations created by international

photographers. The dearth of photographs by

women in the archives is also significant.

SUBJECTIVITY AND SELECTION
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INCLUSION AND EXCLUSION

Archives set criteria for inclusion and exclusion

of photographs within the archive. Some limit 

"I think there is a line
... I don’t want the
whole shock and awe
thing ... I don’t want
them to walk past
and go 'I don’t want
to look at that'”
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