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PORTFOLIO

BY AN EYE-WITNESS
THE WORK OF AZADEH AKHLAGHI

AROLA VALLS BOFILL - AZADEH AKHLAGHI

University of Barcelona, Spain Visual Artist

On June 20, 2009, philosophy student Neda Agha Soltan was shot and killed by a Basij
paramilitary officer in the city of Tehran during the electoral protests. Her death was
broadcast on YouTube through the camera of a bystander, allowing real-time witnessing
of the young woman'’s demise. This event serves as the conceptual trigger for the artwork
“By an Eye-Witness” by artist Azadeh Akhlaghi (Shiraz, Iran, 1978), in which she examines
the documentation of past deaths that establish a genealogical relationship where
violence and trauma emerge as defining tropes in the modern history of Iran.

With this series, Akhlaghi opens the possibility for her own generation, born
around 1979 and known as Nasl-e sevvom or the third generation (which has only known
the official version of national history), to embody their collective memory and challenge
the post-revolutionary imagery of the country.

The artist, whose practice explores media such as video, photography, and cinema
(having worked as an assistant director to Abbas Kiarostami and Manijeh Hekmat),
adopts for this series a strategy of staging events that span a 90-year time frame (1908-
1998), from the Constitutional Revolution to the Islamic Revolution of 1979, including the
Iran-Irag War. All depicted scenes feature the violent, traumatic, or controversial demise
of poets, journalists, students, intellectuals, or political activists, whose deaths have
marked a turning point in the country’s historical trajectory. What would have been the
impact of these deaths if, at that time, mobile phone cameras had existed? How has the
omnipresence of photography changed the recording of events we experience? These are
some of the questions that Akhlaghi’s work poses, urging us to listen to the voices that
fill the blind spots of institutional archives (which have shaped the official history of the

country) by leading us to the realm of the sensible and lived experience.
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Baghe - Shah, Tehran - Jahangir Khan Sur- e -Esrafil, Nasrollah Malek-al-Motekallemin / 24 June 1908
Azadeh Akhlaghi, from the series By an Eye-Witness, 2012. Courtesy of the artist.
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There are many inconsistent narratives. But as we have heard it from
Mirza Ali Akbar Khan Ardaghi himself, who had been chained in Bagh-¢
Shah with those two and other prisoners, we quote his account here.

O @) O O @) @)

He says: “We spent a restless night on that Wednesday. We woke up at
dawn.The Cossack soldiers took chained prisoners outin groups of eight,
and after they brought one group back, they took the next one out. Haji
Malek-al-motekallemin and Qazi, my brother, were opium addicts. They
gave them some. After a while, two guardsmen came to take Malek and

Mirza Jahangir- khan; they pulled them out of the line, then put a chain JAHANGIR - KHAN
around their neck and told them to come along. It seemed to me that both

of them knew that this was the end and they were going to execute them. SUR - E - E s RAF“-

Before stepping out of the door, Malek recited these lines with his strong beautiful voice:
We who were the court of justice, see what has befallen us / Imagine what will befall the court of injustice

Having recited this poem, he left the room. We were totally devastated, and our grief
increased much more when they brought back the chains that they had put around their
necks, and threw them on the pile of chains in the room. There was no doubt in our minds
that those poor fellows had been killed."[...]

Mamontov writes: “Their fate was sealed very simply. They took them to the garden and kept
them beside the fountain. Two executers put ropes around their neck and pulled the ropes in
opposite directions. Blood gushed out of their mouths, and then, the third executioner stabbed
their chests with a dagger. The chief editor of the newspaper was also killed in the same way.”

[Ardaghi:] And that was when they took all of us who were
22 prisoners chained to each other out and in that miserable
condition stood us to take some photos. [...] Just imagine
our plight and the shame we felt in the presence of each
other. And they kept torturing us the whole time.

Kasravi, Ahmad

The History of

Iranian Constitutional Revolution
Tehran: AmirKabir Publishers | 13th edition MALE K-AL-
1977. (in Persian) | pp. 657-663 MOTEK ALLEMIN
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Faculty of Engineering, Tehran University — Azar Shariat Razavi, Ahmad Ghandchi, Mostafa Bozorgnia / 7 December 1953
Azadeh Akhlaghi, from the series By an Eye-Witness, 2012. Courtesy of the artist.
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About 10 A.m, we heard the untimely ring of the faculty bell and rushed o
had been teaching his civil engineering course when two soldiers and
the soldiers had pointed out two students to the officer and said that tt
The commander had ordered the soldiers to arrest them.[...] They had
dean of the faculty, and he had the bell rung in protest. On hearing the &
“Down with the martial law! In this atmosphere of suppression and under
possible”. Then he had thrown away his books and had gone to the corri
shouted down with the Shah, down with Zahedi the dictator, hail to Mo

The campus was full of armed soldiers. The commander ordered the studer
continued to shout slogans against the Shah. The commander threatened tl
shooting at the students inside the campus, let alone, inside the building. Buif
to shoot, and suddenly the clamor of students mingled with the roar of guns.
were not wounded tried to help the wounded who could move to leave so that
and some were lying on the floor. Azar was one of the students who in spite
who stabbed his leg with his bayonet and he fell down, but to the very last mq

In the corridor, blood was mixed with the hot water gushing from pier
was a horrible scene! Those of us who were alive fled.

190

THE CORONER OFFICE ANNOUNCED THE THREE TEHRAN UNIVERSITY STU

[T a2 d 1. Mostafa Bozorgnia, the stu
CDIYAPER|  entered his right chest and

completely and he died as !
the back of his right shoulde:

2. Shariat Razavi, the other
disintegrated his right thig!
his death. Furthermore, a bt
cannot be the cause of his d

3. The other victim, Ahmad (
his viscera. Since Yesterday, t!

representative of Military Pro

The Coroner Office’s report on
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ut to the corridor. We found out that Professor Shams Malekara
their commanding officer had come into the classroom and
iese had been the guys who had mocked and insulted them.
dragged the students out. Professor Shams had informed the
yell, one of the students had gone up a desk and had shouted:
the shadow of military boots of armed soldiers no education is
Jor with other students. They started an indoor demonstration,
saddegh and demanded the release of their fellow students.

ts to leave the faculty building, but the students ignored him and
1at they will be shot at, but nobody believed that they might start
the students did not know that he had already received the order
The soldiers had invaded the building. Some of the students who
they wouldn’t be arrested. Some were grappling with the soldiers
of having been shot in chest and arm, was tussling with a soldier
yment he didn’t stop shouting “down with the Shah”.

ced radiators and the red current was running downstairs. It

IDENTS’ CAUSE OF DEATH AFTER CONDUCTING THE AUTOPSY:

dent of the engineerig department passed away after a bullet
exited from his left armpit. The bullet broke his arm’s bone
he result of severe bleeding. A bayonet was also pushed into
r which penetrated 15 cm in the body and caused a deep scar.

student, died primarily of a bayonet struck which totally
n, cut off his arteries, caused severe bleeding which led to
1llet hit his right arm and produced a cutaneous scar which
eath.

>handchi, died after a bullet penetrated his stomach and tore
he Coroner Office examined the corpses at the presence of the
secutor's Office, but the official report is yet to be provided.

how three students of engineering department of Tehran university were martyred.
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MOSTAFA
BOZORGNIA

Shariat Razavi, Gholam Reza
Memoirs of an Odd Physician
Tehran

Ghasideh-sara Publishers
2005. (in Persian)

pp- 16-20

ISBN. 964-8618-31-3
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Atlantic Hotel, Tehran — Gholam Reza Takhti / 7 January 1968
Azadeh Akhlaghi, from the series By an Eye-Witness, 2012. Courtesy of the artist.
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Takhti, the Iranian champion wrestler had been staying at
Hotel Atlantic since 05 Jan 1968 and on the night of 07 Jan
1968 committed suicide by taking poison. When the attorney
representative together with the police inspected the room,
they found his last will and testament in the pocket of his coat
in which he had written that no one was to be blamed for his
death and he had assigned his brother as his executor. In his
pocket was also found a calendar in which he had written that
because of his marital problems, he had gone to his mother-
in-law several times and she had told him that she was against
their marriage from the beginning and she still wondered
why her daughter had married a pauper. The body of the
deceased was then taken to the coroner’s office for autopsy.

Document No 35 |Top Secret | Source: anonymous |

Date of event:07-01-1968 I Date of report:09-01-1968 I

Subject: Suicide of Gholam Reza Takhti, the world champion wrestler

194
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GHOLAM REZA 1
The news of Takhti’s suicide was —
circulated quickly. After his body 07
was taken to the coroner’s office, a —
crowd of members of National Front, [
merchants of Bazaar, athletes and [.]
ordinary people gathered in front of wh
the office. Different comments were the
made, but they were all on the basis typ
that “Takhti hasn’t committed suicide; tak
he has been killed”. There were others wh
who said “He was not a mere child, wa:
he wouldn’t commit suicide over petty if h

marital differences. He could easily hac
divorce her, if he thought she had hov
been unfaithful to him. [...] They sure boc
have poisoned him somewhere else
and then transferred the body to the Docur
hotel room”. [...] During the funeral,
some people started murmuring
“Our Takhti has been killed”, and the
slogan spread over quickly and the
whole crowd chanted it.

Date o
Subjec

Document No 36 |Top Secret | Source: No581

Date of event: 08-01-1968 | Date of report: 09-01-196

Subject: Suicide of Gholam Reza Takhti, the world char
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Some people are also asking Faterninevisi. Abbas

/ the coroner hasn’t revealed -
autopsy results including the D EE
> of poison he has supposedly |KuMEIC
en to kill himself. They say |K¥EZIUNELWY
2n the body was discovered, he | RuRGEERAZYEY I EIS
5 covered up with a blanket. But  [[Rie
e were poisoned, he would have THem e e
| convulsions, so one could as_k 1998. (in Persian]
v he could have covered up his
pp. 35-69

y with the blanket.
ISBN. 964 -90311-4-6

nent No 69 |Top Secret | Source: No402
fevent: a few days ago | Date of report:16-01-1968 |
t: rumors about Takhti’s death |

8
npion wrestler
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Evin Hills, Tehran — Bijan Jazani / 18 April 1975
Azadeh Akhlaghi, from the series By an Eye-Witness, 2012. Courtesy of the artist.
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NINE PRISONERS WERE KILLED IN AN ESCAPE ATTEMPT ..., ETTELA'AT DAILY

On Thursday, 18 April 1975, nine prisoners were killed when they attempted to escape. These
prisoners attempted to escape during a prison transfer and were all killed. Their names are as
follows: Mohammad Choupanzadeh, Ahmad Jalil-afshar, Aziz Sarmadi, Bijan Jazani, Hassan Zia-
Zarifi, Kazem Zol-Anvar, Mostafa Javan Khoshdel, Mashouf Kalantari, Abbas Souraki.

[Tehrani, the SAVAK agent:] after the assassination
of general Reza Zandipour, the chief of the security
committee, in April 1975, SAVAK set out to take
a horrible revenge; the plot was so confidential
that even the agents involved were not briefed
and didn’t know about the operation until the very
last minutes. On April 17 or 18, Reza Attarpour
(alias Dr. Hossein-zadeh, the notorious SAVAK
interrogator) asked me to have Kazem Zol-Anvar
transferred from Qasr prison to Evin prison. | did
the necessary paperworks and had the documents
signed. We went to Evin. The prisoners were to be
handed over to Shabani (Hosseini) and Nozari. We
waited for them in Akbar Evini’s Coffee-house. The
minibus carrying the prisoners arrived with Colonel
Vaziri in uniform in it. He sent the guard away, and
we drove the prisoners up to the hills surrounding
the Evin prison. We had them sit on the ground in
a row, blindfolded and handcuffed. Then Attarpour
began his speech: “Just as your comrades and
collaborators, whom you mastermind and have
contact with from within the prison, execute
our friends and colleagues, we in our turn have
sentenced you to death.”

[ [Ret |

“Tehrani, The SAVAK Butcher, Confesses.”
Ettela'at Daily

22 May 1979

P.3

198

BIJAN JAZANI AND SOME OF THE PRISONERS
BEGAN TO PROTEST VEHEMENTLY, BUT
ATTARPOUR OR COLONEL VAZIRI, ] AM NOT
SURE WHICH, STARTED SHOOTING AT THEM
WITH A UZI AND THEN HANDED THE MACHINE
GUN TO US ONE BY ONE. ]l WAS THE FOURTH OR
THE FIFTH WHO TOOK THE GUN AND FIRED;
BY THE WAY THEY WERE ALREADY DEAD. [ AM
NOT SAYING THAT I AM NOT GUILTY, FOR I
WAS SURE A COLLABORATOR IN THIS MURDER.
THEN SAADI JALIL ESFAHANI WENT OVER WITH
THE MACHINE GUN AND BEGAN TO FINISH
OFF THOSE WHO WERE STILL ALIVE. [...]

oooooooo

Afterwards, Rasouli and | burned and destroyed the hanc
the blindfolds of the martyrs and carried the bodies to th
and Hosseini and Rasouli took them to the military hos
The next day, Attarpour wrote the text to be publish
papers, saying 9 prisoners were shot dead by the guards v
attempted to escape during a prison transfer. He had mad
of blunders in the text: firstly, none of them was shot in th
they had not been fleeing. Secondly, the transferring proce
such that any attempt to escape was out of question .
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Majnoon Island, Iraq — Mehdi Bakeri / 14 February 1985
Azadeh Akhlaghi, from the series By an Eye-Witness, 2012. Courtesy of the artist.
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ooooooooooooooooooo

[Mehdi Bakeri's last speech:] Dear brothers!

We have a very hard mission ahead. [..] If HYA

from a platoon only one man survives, he

must resist to the end. If from a 300 hundred e
company only one man survives, he must 1985 Seo
resist to the end. Even if your commander is orl &
killed, do not say that we no longer have any 14- FEB T
one to command us, do not falter, this is the

temptation of the devil. [...] Don’t shoot before
you are ordered to. Even if you are wounded,

Nazemi, Ghasem

Goodbye Commander | Tabriz
Setad Congereh Shohada Publishers
2004. (in Persian)

a

bite on something so that you won't cry out | . .
loud as crying out is a sign of weakness. 6_
ISBN. 964-06-6303-04

[Martyr Ghanbarlou:] In the heat of the battle, commander Mehdi fell. I ran GSP

to him and turned his body. He was shot in the forehead and was bleeding. I
called him, kissed him, screamed. No reaction. He was martyred. [...] I thought,

what are we going to do now? I told the other fighters, let’s go back. I carried '
the hody to the boat. [...] I laid it in the boat and drove into the Tigris River.
They were shooting at us from all directions. We could do nothing but pray. »
The boat was riddled with bullets. Meanwhile, an Iraqi came to the river bank
and fired an RPG at us. The boat exploded. I don’t remember anything; I just
remember that I found myself in the water, alone. The boat was on fire. I
watched while the bodies of Mehdi and other comrades were burning in the
boat. At nightfall we went back to that point. There was no trace of the bhodies.

Akbari, Ali | He could not stay alive Siam Publishers | 2009. (in Persian)
pp-108-110 | ISBN. 978-964-8026-10-8

[Mostafa Al-Mousavi:] I remember the last time that I told him to go

back, he replied ""Asghar is gone, Ali is gone, and everybody is gone.
What is left for me back there? What is the point in going back?"

Ref.

Khezri, Farhad

Tehran

| told Majnoon to stay alive
Revayat Fath Publishers
2001. (in Persian)

ISBN. 964-90935-9-1
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PORTFOLIO

INDEPENDENCE DAYS
THE WORK OF MARYAM JAFRI

ANA CATARINA PINHO - MARYAM JAFRI
IHA, University of Lisbon, Portugal Visual Artist

Maryam Jafri has worked across varied media including video, sculpture and photography,
to interrogate cultural and visual representations of history and political economy and
their impact on everyday life. Her works often combine found and original material,
whether in installation or moving image. As stated by the artist, her practice is grounded
in an engagement with the formal and conceptual qualities of each media, periods of
extensive research and planning, and the mysterious but crucial role played by forces that
lie outside deliberation and preparation such as accident, chance, and intuition.

Jafri's work, “Independence Day 1934-1975" (2009-2019), reflects her interest
in heritage, archives, and the role of photography in shaping national narratives during
the decolonization of Asia, the Middle East, and Africa. This project comprises over
60 archival photos from more than 30 archives, depicting the first Independence Day
ceremonies of various nations across these regions. Notably, the photos are primarily
sourced from public archives within the respective Asian and African countries. The
first Independence Day, including its ceremonial events, is portrayed as a series of
codified rituals and elaborate speeches enacted in both public and elite spaces. These
events, including the swearing-in of new leadership, document signings, VIP parades,
stadium salutes, and inaugural addresses, are orchestrated by the departing colonial
powers. Despite their diverse geographical and temporal origins, the photographs reveal
striking similarities, highlighting a political model exported from Europe and replicated
globally. The photo installation is arranged as a typology, positioned between a grid
and a storyboard, exploring the transitional twilight period when a territory becomes a
nation-state—a topic often overlooked in colonial and post-colonial studies. The artist
book Independence Days (2022) emerges as an expanded version of the “Independence
Day 1934-1975" photo installation. Published by Buchhandlung Walther Konig, the book
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juxtaposes 234 photographs over 10 years of research in several archives across Asia,
Africa, and the Middle East, including many from rare and at-risk collections.

More recent works by Jafri, such as “Disappearance Online” (2021), address the
digitization of historical images and its implications for cultural memory and copyright
law. This project traces the status of key historical images from national archives in
Iraq, Syria, and Jordan, examining their presence, absence, and non-appearance in both
public and commercial image banks. This work complements her earlier project “Getty
vs. Ghana” (2012). While browsing the Getty Images website, Jafri discovered several
historical photographs from Ghana, copyrighted by Getty, which also existed in the Ghana
Ministry of Information archives. These images, documenting Ghana’s independence on
March 6, 1957, mark the first instance of sub-Saharan Africa’s liberation from Western
rule. Jafri’'s investigation revealed errors and manipulation of the original photographs,
ranging from accidental to deliberate. “Getty vs. Ghana” juxtaposes these overlapping
images to address contemporary issues of copyright, digitization, and foreign ownership
of national heritage.

Jafri's work highlights the lasting influence of archives and emphasizes the
importance of critically engaging with historical narratives. Her artistic inquiries prompt
us to reconsider our approaches to remembering, interpreting, and representing the past,

advocating for a deeper and more comprehensive understanding of our shared histories.

Sri Lanka — Ghana - Botswana 1948-1966.
From the photo series “Independence Day 1934-1975" (2009-2019) Maryam Jafri.
Courtesy of the artist.
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The left image is from the Ghana Ministry of Information, the right from Getty Images. The Ministry identifies their image as G/1180/1, Getty identifies theirs as
50405305. The caption accompanying the Getty image states Duchess of Kent (L) dancing with Ghana Prime Minister Kuwame Nkrumah (C) at the Ghana
independence ceremonies. A special note accompanying the Getty image states: No resale application use without the prior permission of Time, Inc. Contact your local
office to see if we can clear this image for you. The back of photo G/1180/1 bears a purple stamp stating Copyright Photographic Services, Ministry of Information, PO
Box 745, Accra. All rights reserved. The Ghana Ministry of Information charges $4 per photograph for reproduction and licensing. Licensee must credit the Ministry.
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The left image is from the Ghana Ministry of Information, the right from
Getty Images. The Ministry identifies their image as G/1180/1, Getty
identifies theirs as 50405305. The caption accompanying the Getty image
states Duchess of Kent (L) dancing with Ghana Prime Minister Kwame
Nkrumah (C) at the Ghana independence ceremonies. A special note
accompanying the Getty image states: No resale application use without
the prior permission of Time, Inc. Contact your local office to see if we can
clear this image for you. The back of photo G/1180/1 bears a purple stamp
stating Copyright Photographic Services, Ministry of Information, PO Box
745, Accra. All rights reserved. The Ghana Ministry of Information charges
S4 per photograph for reproduction and licensing. Licensee must credit
the Ministry.

Maryam Jafri, Getty vs Ghana (2012), detail.
Courtesy of the artist.
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Burundi-Syria-Burkina Faso 1946-1962.
From the photo series “Independence Day 1934-1975" (2009-2019), Maryam Jafri.

Courtesy of the artist.
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India-Philippines-Tanzania 1947-1961.
From the photo series “Independence Day 1934-1975" (2009-2019), Maryam Jafri.
Courtesy of the artist.
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The top image shows Faisal | of Syria at the Versailles Peace Conference
in 1919 with French Prime Minister Georges Clemenceau. Shortly after this
photograph was taken, Faisal | founded the National Museum in Damascus,
where this photograph now rests in its archives. Faisal reigned as King of
Syria for five months before being deposed by the French in 1920. The
bottom image shows Faisal |, ex-King of Syria, being crowned by the British
as Faisal |, King of Iraqg. Low- resolution versions of the 1921 coronation
image circulate widely online, but the photograph is presumed destroyed
after the burning of the Irag National Library and Archive under the US-
led invasion. According to US authorities, senior staff from the Library of
Congress would aid their Iragi counterparts to rebuild the library just as
the National Endowment for the Arts would spearhead the resurrection of
Irag’s devastated museum sector. However, after an initial visit by a team
from the Library of Congress in October 2003, no further contact has been
reported.

214

In 2010, South Carolina-based Tehrkot Media began selling images online
allegedly depicting Irag’s 1932 independence from Britain. Best known
for turning Alexander Gardner's photographs of the US Civil War into
an app, Tehrkot Media pitched itself as a boutique stock photo agency
specializing in historical imagery and an alternative to behemoths such
as Getty Images and Alamy. A 2012 screenshot shows King Faisal | of
Iraq ostensibly broadcasting Irag’s independence. In 2013, Tehrkot Media
went out of business and the image disappeared from the internet. No
further information is provided on the current status of the image and an
online search reveals no results, not even at the wayback machine. At the
Library of Congress, a photograph from the same event is available as
a public domain image. The caption states King Faysal (Faisal) | of Irag
(left) probably with his brother Emir Abdullah of Transjordan, at the palace,
Baghdad, Iraq. However, the man with Faisal is not his brother Abdullah but
instead his other brother, ex-King Ali, who had fled from Mecca after being
deposed by the House of Saud. Both Faisal and Ali died not long after this
photograph was taken, officially of natural causes. Abdullah would go on to
become King of Jordan.
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When Jordan celebrated its own independence from Britain in 1946, Ali's
son Abdul llah represented Iraq on behalf of his young nephew, King Faisal
Il of Irag. The Royal Hashmite Court Archives in Amman organizes its ar-
chives not by year but by king. To find independende day images of Jordan
one must look under Abdullah I. The caption accompanying the Hashemite
Court image states King Abdullah | with His H. Prince Abdul llah, the Guard-
ian of the throne of Iraq at the time, at the Military parade at Maraka Airport
in Ammam. After the 2001 invasion of Afghanistan, the US managed to
recycle the forme King of Afghanistan—83 years old atthe time and exiled
in Rome—but despite its penchant for political dynasties, the Bush admin-
istration had no such options for Irag. Both uncle and nephew perished in
the 1958 Baathist coup. Public domain images of their mutilated bodies
circulate freely online.

Maryam Jafri, (Dis)appearance Online (2021).
Installation view: The Blaffer Museum, Houston (2021).
Courtesy of the artist
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