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AN EVENING WALK UNDER THE VONDELBRUG TOWARDS THE LEIDSEPLEIN. Rhym(e), Amsterdam 1985.

3 BAD PHOTOS  
THESE IN PARTICULAR  
PROVE TO BE VALUABLE

10 OVEREXPOSED   
THE BACK COVER HAD TO 
BE OPENED AGAIN
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The graffiti community  
documented its own expressions 
with the limitations of the materials 
available at the time.

“
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G raffiti is direct, dynamic and the  

expression of a subculture whose output 

is transient by definition and changes 

the streetscape. Photography played an important 

role in the development of documentation on 

graffiti culture. ‘I only have a bad picture’ is about 

the transience of graffiti and how the community 

documented its own heritage in photos (and how 

this went wrong every once in a while).  

 

While legendary photographer Martha Cooper 

was one of the world’s best graffiti photographers 

in the 1970s and 1980s, teenagers also took to the 

streets in the 1980s and 1990s to capture their own 

culture. They did not create photographic gems 

but amateur photos taken with cheap cameras or 

other analogue device with a film of 12, 24 or 36 

exposures that could not be developed until later. 

And then, after picking them up at the local photo 

lab, they often turned out to be overexposed, 

blurred or out of focus.

Now, almost 25 years later, it is these ‘failed’ 

photos in particular that prove to be very  

valuable, because they show something that 

doesn’t exist anymore and provide a nice portrait 

of the early years of graffiti in the Netherlands. 

They show how the graffiti community  

documented its own expressions with the  

limitations of the materials available at the time. 

All ‘bad pictures’ in this issue are from the  

Dutch Graffiti Library collection. The images are 

made from the original negatives without editing.

I ONLY 
HAVE 

A BAD 
PICTURE
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A TRIP INTO THE CITY CENTRE AND A QUICK RETURN TO CENTRAL STATION. Mellie remixed with Kist, Utrecht 1992.

In the early 1990s, Utrecht Central 
Station was the place to be for train 
spotting. Legendary crews like Lazy 
Insane Lizards, Wizard Of Words and 
Maniakken Stoppen Nooit dominated 
the game. Sometimes the 
photographers made a trip to inner 
city Utrecht to spot pieces. The last 
pictures on the roll were awarded to 
masterpieces in the old car park. 

On returning to the station, seeing a 
fresh train piece, the camera had to 
be turned one last time to take the 
very last photo... because a photo roll 
of 24 can also hold 25 shots, right? 
After developing, this resulted in an 
unconscious remix of two pieces that 
both needed to be captured, but the 
roll would not cooperate.

The last picture on the roll
A photo roll of 24 can  
also hold 25 shots, right?“



20236 7I ONLY HAVE A BAD PICTUREURBAN HERITAGE

One of the key features of graffiti 
heritage is that much has emerged 
from the Do-It-Yourself (DIY) 
mentality, a course of action where 
people take documentation in hand 
themselves, rather than outsourcing 
to companies or experts. DIY became 
popular as a term within 
countercultures, such as in the early 
days of punk. Documenting graffiti 
took shape partly through (school) 
trips to cities and iconic places. Pieces 
were captured behind bushes, along 

railway lines (photographed through 
train windows) or on walls where 
writers from other cities left their 
names. Factors such as speed, 
shadow, sight-lines and weather 
conditions determined the quality of 
the photos. As the urban canvas was 
captured with straightforward 
cameras with no shutter speed, 
special lens or tripod, it was often 
gambling on a positive result.

Speed, shadow and sight-lines

BETWEEN THE TREES AND BEHIND THE BUSHES. Phaze from Zoetermeer, Amsterdam 1987.

MUSIC STAGE IN PARK 'DE HOUT'. Oust, Alkmaar 1987.

WE ARE APPROACHING AMSTERDAM CENTRAL STATION. Rhone Shy XTE, Amsterdam 1986.

Captured with straightforward 
cameras with no shutter speed, 
special lens or tripod, it was often 
gambling on a positive result.

“
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ALONG FARMS, DITCHES AND MEADOWS.  Wodka, Wormerveer early 90s.

In the early 1990s, graffiti on trains took 
off. Following the American example, 
the "bananas" were taken in hand and 
many illustrious names from all corners 
of the Netherlands traveled through the 
country. This 'bad picture' shows that 
photographing trains was not always 

done at stations. Capturing a train 
whizzing by with a simple camera is an 
art in itself, let alone getting a window-
down piece exactly in front of the lens. 
On collecting the developed negatives, 
it was galling that it had failed again.... 
Now, many years later, the photograph 

actually provides a very nice context 
for how young people documented 
their own heritage at a time when there 
were no digital tools. The Dutch ditches 
and meadows are a wonderful 
'accidental' touch.

Watching Wodka go by
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An absolute highlight in the stories 
surrounding "Bad pictures" was a 
school trip to Paris in the spring of 
1987. The school administration had 
set up an educational program with 
tourist highlights such as the Sacré-
Coeur, Centre Pompidou and the Eiffel 
Tower. Fun and educational, but the 
young school children had a different 
goal. The second day of the trip we 
were allowed to explore Paris as we 
wished. This was the time to travel by 
metro toward La Chapelle station in 
the 18th arrondissement of Paris, with 
the final destination being Stalingrad. 
It had come to our attention through 
word of mouth that this was the place 
to see and take pictures of graffiti. 
(The book Spraycan Art had not yet 
been published, so it was a surprise 
what the group of 15-year-old kids 
were in for.) Upon seeing the waste 
ground and completely walled-off 
site, where the then crème de la 
crème of the European graffiti scene 
had created some masterpieces, 
everyone went wild. 

With the necessary carelessness and 
speed, a new roll of 24 shots was 
inserted into the camera that had 
been brought along and started 
shooting. Because the roll did not 
quite fall into the spool wheel, the 
back cover had to be opened again. 
The result was overexposed parts of 
the negatives.... Still, the visit yielded  
a photo series that proved of 
unprecedented value to this day. 
Both for the development of all the 
writers who were among the students 
and for this story, which over 35 years 
later provides fond memories.

With appropriate carelessness

OVEREXPOSED PARTS OF THE NEGATIVES. JayOne Ash Doe, Stalingrad, Paris 1987.

FINGER IN FRONT OF THE LENS. JayOne, Stalingrad, Paris 1987.
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IN THE AFTERNOON. STIN by Easy, Alkmaar 1987.

Sometimes you were lucky enough to 
be taken by the top local writers who 
knew where the hidden gems were. 
After opening a door to a private 
backyard, it was a STIN piece by  
Easy that became visible.
Unfortunately, it was the end of the 
day and dusk was setting in. The 
shed's canopy was also an additional 
obstacle in taking a good photo. 
Nevertheless, the moment was 
immortalized and so, many years 
later, of historical importance and  
a beautiful memory of Alkmaar.

Hidden gems
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RIGHT IN THE MIDDLE OF THE CITY CENTER. ICE piece by Deemer and character by ICE, Leiden 1988.

Graffiti in Leiden starts in the streets, with  
a cross-over to trains in late 80s and 
culminates in the acceptance of graffiti-
related art by galleries and museums. In 
the middle of Leiden stood Onze Lieve 
Vrouwenkerk, the ruin that officially 
became a place to spray graffiti. Right  
in the center, and according to  
many the most beautiful Hall-of-Fame of 
Leiden ever, and the place where writers 
developed their style. After visiting the 
ruins, you had a clear picture of a 
controversial underground subculture. 
That this was not always the case for  
the photos you developed upon returning 
home is proven by this print.

By unlocking stories in an innovative 
way, we provide context, inspiration 
and recognition for a wide audience 
and create interest and perception 
around graffiti heritage. 

With the exhibition I ONLY HAVE A BAD 
PICTURE we focus on graffiti heritage. 
The photos and accompanying 
stories give an insight into how graffiti 
heritage was created and it shows 
how this group of like-minded people 
valued the same customs, values 
and habits. All 'bad pictures' exhibited 
are from the Dutch Graffiti Library 
collection. 

This publication of Urban Heritage 
has been compiled in relation to the 
exhibition which can be visited from 
June 1, 2023 at the loft of 
Montana Shop Amsterdam,
Sint Antoniesbreestraat 138.

The exhibition I ONLY HAVE A BAD 
PICTURE  is also made possible by the 
Mondriaan Fund. They support and 
promote the visual arts and cultural 
heritage in the Netherlands.

Proven by this print

Exhibition I ONLY 
HAVE A BAD PICTURE

SOMEWHERE IN THE CITY. Part of a Cece piece, Amsterdam mid 90s.
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From June 1, 2023 
At the loft of Montana Shop Amsterdam
Sint Antoniesbreestraat 138
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