
ISSN (Online) 2184-9218

Archivo Papers is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International license.

INDEPENDENCE DAYS: THE WORK OF MARYAM 
JAFRI

Ana Catarina Pinho, Maryam Jafri

To cite this article: 
Pinho, Ana Catarina, and Maryam Jafri. Independence Days: The Work of Maryam Jafri. 
Archivo Papers 4 (27 June 2024): 204–215. https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.12545230.

Published online: 27 June 2024.

Link to this article  

Submit your article to this journal  

© Archivo Papers / Archivo Press, 2024



204 ARCHIVO PAPERS JOURNAL  |  Volume 4, 2024



205ARCHIVO PAPERS JOURNAL  |  Volume 4, 2024

PORTFOLIO

INDEPENDENCE DAYS
8,)�;36/�3*�1%6=%1�.%*6-

ANA CATARINA PINHO     Ɛ  MARYAM JAFRI

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. 

� .EJVMƅW� [SVO�� ƈ-RHITIRHIRGI� (E]� ���������Ɖ� ����������
�� VIƽIGXW� LIV� MRXIVIWX�

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 

��� EVGLMZEP� TLSXSW� JVSQ�QSVI� XLER� ��� EVGLMZIW�� HITMGXMRK� XLI� ƼVWX� -RHITIRHIRGI�(E]�

ceremonies of various nations across these regions. Notably, the photos are primarily 

sourced from public archives within the respective Asian and African countries. The 

ƼVWX� -RHITIRHIRGI� (E]�� MRGPYHMRK� MXW� GIVIQSRMEP� IZIRXW�� MW� TSVXVE]IH� EW� E� WIVMIW� SJ�

GSHMƼIH�VMXYEPW�ERH�IPEFSVEXI�WTIIGLIW�IREGXIH�MR�FSXL�TYFPMG�ERH�IPMXI�WTEGIW��8LIWI�

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 König, 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 

1EVGL����������QEVO� XLI�ƼVWX� MRWXERGI�SJ�WYF�7ELEVER�%JVMGEƅW� PMFIVEXMSR�JVSQ�;IWXIVR�

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.

� .EJVMƅW� [SVO� LMKLPMKLXW� XLI� PEWXMRK� MRƽYIRGI� SJ� EVGLMZIW� ERH� IQTLEWM^IW� XLI�

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.
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7VM�0EROE�Ɓ�+LERE���&SXW[ERE�����������
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 
+IXX]� -QEKIW�� 8LI� 1MRMWXV]� MHIRXMƼIW� XLIMV� MQEKI� EW� +��������� +IXX]�
MHIRXMƼIW�XLIMVW�EW�����������8LI�GETXMSR�EGGSQTER]MRK�XLI�+IXX]�MQEKI�
states Duchess of Kent (L) dancing with Ghana Prime Minister Kwame 
Nkrumah (C) at the Ghana independence ceremonies. A special note 
EGGSQTER]MRK�XLI�+IXX]� MQEKI�WXEXIW��No resale application use without 
XLI�TVMSV�TIVQMWWMSR�SJ�8MQI��-RG��'SRXEGX�]SYV�PSGEP�SƾGI�XS�WII�MJ�[I�GER�
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 
��� TIV� TLSXSKVETL� JSV� VITVSHYGXMSR� ERH� PMGIRWMRK�� 0MGIRWII�QYWX� GVIHMX�
the Ministry.

Maryam Jafri, Getty vs Ghana (2012), detail. 
Courtesy of the artist.
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&YVYRHM�7]VME�&YVOMRE�*EWS������������
From the photo series “Independence Day 1934-1975” (2009-2019), Maryam Jafri.

Courtesy of the artist.
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-RHME�4LMPMTTMRIW�8ER^ERME������������
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 I of Syria at the Versailles Peace Conference 
in 1919 with French Prime Minister Georges Clemenceau. Shortly after this 
photograph was taken, Faisal I founded the National Museum in Damascus, 
[LIVI�XLMW�TLSXSKVETL�RS[�VIWXW�MR�MXW�EVGLMZIW��*EMWEP�VIMKRIH�EW�/MRK�SJ�
7]VME� JSV� ƼZI�QSRXLW� FIJSVI� FIMRK� HITSWIH�F]� XLI� *VIRGL� MR� ������8LI�
FSXXSQ�MQEKI�WLS[W�*EMWEP�-��I\�/MRK�SJ�7]VME��FIMRK�GVS[RIH�F]�XLI�&VMXMWL�
EW�*EMWEP� -��/MRK�SJ� -VEU��0S[��VIWSPYXMSR�ZIVWMSRW�SJ�XLI������GSVSREXMSR�
image circulate widely online, but the photograph is presumed destroyed 
after the burning of the Iraq National Library and Archive under the US-
led invasion. According to US authorities, senior staff from the Library of 
Congress would aid their Iraqi counterparts to rebuild the library just as 
the National Endowment for the Arts would spearhead the resurrection of 
Iraq’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.

In 2010, South Carolina-based Tehrkot Media began selling images online 
allegedly depicting Iraq’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 
EW�+IXX]� -QEKIW� ERH�%PEQ]�� %� ����� WGVIIRWLSX� WLS[W�/MRK� *EMWEP� -� SJ�
Iraq ostensibly broadcasting Iraq’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) I of Iraq 
(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 
MRWXIEH�LMW�SXLIV�FVSXLIV��I\�/MRK�%PM��[LS�LEH�ƽIH�JVSQ�1IGGE�EJXIV�FIMRK�
deposed by the House of Saud. Both Faisal and Ali died not long after this 
TLSXSKVETL�[EW�XEOIR��SƾGMEPP]�SJ�REXYVEP�GEYWIW��%FHYPPEL�[SYPH�KS�SR�XS�
FIGSQI�/MRK�SJ�.SVHER�
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When Jordan celebrated its own independence from Britain in 1946, Ali’s 
WSR�%FHYP�-PEL�VITVIWIRXIH�-VEU�SR�FILEPJ�SJ�LMW�]SYRK�RITLI[��/MRK�*EMWEP�
II of Iraq. The Royal Hashmite Court Archives in Amman organizes its ar-
GLMZIW�RSX�F]�]IEV�FYX�F]�OMRK��8S�ƼRH�MRHITIRHIRHI�HE]�MQEKIW�SJ�.SVHER�
one must look under Abdullah I. The caption accompanying the Hashemite 
Court image states King Abdullah I with His H. Prince Abdul Ilah, 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 
VIG]GPI�XLI�JSVQI�/MRK�SJ�%JKLERMWXERƂ���]IEVW�SPH�EXXLI�XMQI�ERH�I\MPIH�
MR�6SQIƂFYX�HIWTMXI�MXW�TIRGLERX�JSV�TSPMXMGEP�H]REWXMIW��XLI�&YWL�EHQMR-
istration had no such options for Iraq. Both uncle and nephew perished in 
the 1958 Baathist coup. Public domain images of their mutilated bodies 
circulate freely online.
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Maryam Jafri, (Dis)appearance Online (2021). 
-RWXEPPEXMSR�ZMI[��8LI�&PEJJIV�1YWIYQ��,SYWXSR������
��

Courtesy of the artist


