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Something cruel and violent has occurred in the scene in Fig. 1. 

Azadeh Akhlaghi’s Attempts to 
Cure Historical Trauma by 
Re-Staging Forgotten Deaths of 
Iran’s History1 

Fig. 1 Azadeh Akhlaghi, South Mehrabad House, Tehran – Hamid Ashraf / 29 June 1976, 2012,  
 Digital Print on Photo Paper, 110 x 175 cm.29
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tion (1905–1911) and the Iranian Revolution (1978–1979).3 No 
photographic documentation of these events is available to the pub-
lic. The title By an Eye Witness refers not only to the original witness-
es, whose memories of the events the artist partly includes in her 
visual representations, but also to the characters in their role as wit-
nesses in the pictures. This encompasses Akhlaghi herself, who takes 
on the role of a witness in every photograph. Choosing to include 
herself signals that although the images depict scenes that occurred 
before her time, the depicted incidents have a relationship to the 
present and are especially significant for her generation, of which she 
describes herself as a “representative.”4

 Akhlaghi is part of the Nasl-e Sevvom—the “Third Genera-
tion”—, a term that can be used for Iranians who were born leading 
up to or in the immediate aftermath of the Iranian Revolution. The 
curator Fariba Farshad characterizes them as “the generation who 
have never known any other reality than that of post-revolutionary 
Iran.” This means, that they have only experienced life in the Islamic 
Republic with its religious frameworks and had to deal with the situ-
ation imposed by the government at schools and universities after 
the revolution. This comprises the teaching of an official version of 
national history, from which certain people are excluded.
 Hamid Dabashi, a prominent Iranian scholar, argues that 
Akhlaghi’s generation has a “post-traumatic stress syndrome,” of 
which her photographs are “visible signs.”8 Although, he is not expli-
cit as to which particular trauma, and while my reading of the images 
differs from his, I consider it a useful starting point to address the 
notion of trauma that is connected to the Nasl-e Sevvom.
 In this paper I argue that Akhlaghi’s series is not only a depic-
tion of events that caused a historical trauma, but that By an Eye Wit-
ness can be read as an attempt to cure it. I start by defining the term 

“historical trauma,” followed by an analysis of the specific occur-
rences that Akhlaghi is addressing in her work. Further, I examine 
the artist’s self-inclusion as a witness, and how this is linked to trau-
ma-therapy to then explain how By an Eye Witness could serve the 

Seven bodies are strewed across the floor of a disheveled interior. 
They have all been shot. Amongst the corpses lay various items—
books, lumps of sugar and upended furniture. Bloodstains are visible 
on the victim’s clothes, as well as on the curtain in front of the door 
to the courtyard. A man with sunglasses leads two people into the 
room. They are about to take off their blindfolds. Armed soldiers 
guard the house, while uniformed officers search the premises. Some 
questions arise: Who are the dead and who murdered them? Who 
are the officers in the house? When and where did the shooting take 
place? 
 The title of the photograph is as follows: South Mehrabad House, 
Tehran—Hamid Ashraf / 29 June 1976. Hamid Ashraf (1946–1976) 
was the leader of a leftist underground guerrilla movement that tack-
led critical political issues, some of which include the absence of free-
dom of speech, censorship and the growing gap between the rich and 
the poor in 1970s Iran. By executing assaults the group’s aim was to 
initiate a revolution in order to overthrow the then-ruling Shah Mo-
hammad Reza Pahlavi (r. 1941–1979). The government responded 
with a relentless hunt of the guerrilla members. In one targeted at-
tack, Ashraf and his comrades—as seen in Fig. 1—were shot by the 
Shah’s intelligence service during a conspiratorial meeting in a house 
in Tehran. The day after the assassinations, governmental officials in-
vestigated the scene and identified the victims by taking imprisoned 
members of Ashraf´s group to the bloody scene.2

 The caption also states the year of origin: 2012. Fig.1 is thus the 
image of a historical event that originally occurred in 1970’s Iran that 
is then re-staged by a contemporary photographer.

Scope of Discussion: Azadeh Akhlaghi’s By an Eye Witness
(2009-2012), the Nasl-e Sevvom and Historical Trauma 
The image of Ashraf ’s shooting is part of a photo-series entitled By an 
Eye Witness, in which the Iranian artist Azadeh Akhlaghi (b. 1978) 
recreates seventeen deaths that are of significance in Iranian history. 
Most of these killings occurred between the Constitutional Revolu-
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are caused by a healthier group and suffered by a traumatized group. 
The latter does not have the chance to openly discuss the painful in-
cidents and therefore cannot process them normally. These histori-
cally traumatic events become repressed memories, which lead to 
unresolved historical grief. As a reaction to this, the historical trauma 
response, which is the second stage of historical trauma, is developed. 
In its stead, alongside other symptoms, the traumatized group often 
starts to imitate the behavior of the former healthier group when 
 given the opportunity. Hence, there is a need to provide therapy for 
those initially affected in order to prevent them from developing into 
successive traumatized groups.

The Specific Historical Trauma of Akhlaghi’s Generation 
and its Visibility in By an Eye Witness 
In order to identify the historical trauma in Akhlaghi’s work, it is 
nece ssary to look at the artist’s original inspiration for By an Eye 
 Witness. She states that the idea for the project was a result of the 
“collective shock” following the deaths of many protesters during the 
Green Movement in Iran in 2009.12 When then-president Mahmoud 
 Ahmadinejad (b. 1956) announced his second electoral victory, news 
was leaked of electoral fraud in his favor, and demonstrations erupted 
in the aftermath. In Tehran millions of people protested for weeks 
and a huge number were killed by Ahmadinejad’s forces.13 Most of 
these deaths were not visually recorded nor did they appear in the 
media. Akhlaghi says, she started “[...] to think about the power of 
image and photography, and also about the history of Iran and all 
these heroes of our history, who died in a tragic way. [...] And there 
wasn’t a camera to capture the moment. […].”14 She asked herself, 
which pictures of violence were not shown by the media and why. 
The notion that no publicly accessible photographs exist significantly 
shaped Akhlaghi’s artistic concept of reconstructing selected deaths 
of Iranian freedom fighters. Furthermore, the artist wanted to por-
tray people, whose deaths marked a turning point. People who, had 
they lived longer, might have altered Iranian history and therefore 

purpose of coming to terms with a painful past by showing these sig-
nificant events of Iranian history. Finally, I will discuss the reactions 
to the series in Iran.
 The psychiatrist Maria Yellow Horse Brave Heart understands 
in her article The Historical Trauma Response Among Natives and Its 
Relationship with Substance Abuse: A Lakota Illustration (2003) his-
torical trauma as at least one event that happened in the past which 
caused “a cumulative [...] psychological wounding [...] across gener-
ations, emanating from massive group trauma experience.” The 
event(s) affect(s) the present in the form of the “historical trauma 
response” which is a collective “constellation of features in reaction 
to massive group trauma,” that is based on “historical unresolved 
grief.”9

 In two essays Trauma, Representation and Historical Conscious-
ness (2012) and Trauma: A Dystopia of the Spirit (2012), historian of 
psychology Michael S. Roth, who often cites Sigmund Freud’s theo-
ries of psychoanalysis, defines historical trauma as an occurrence in 
the past that is somehow repressed in one’s memory. In its aftermath 
it can neither be fully remembered, because it is not properly part of 
one’s historical consciousness, nor forgotten, as it is present via un-
conscious symptoms such as anxiety. Freud’s definition of the term 

“traumatic” is also relevant. He claims it can be applied to “an experi-
ence which […] presents the mind with an increase of stimulus too 
powerful to be dealt with or worked off in the normal way,” therefore, 
according to Freud, a trauma consists of unfinished relationships to 
the past, that have not been left behind successfully, and can be the 
source for difficulties in the present.10

 Roth further states that historical traumas are usually caused by 
“healthier groups” and suffered by “traumatized groups.” A pattern 
emerges: if the traumatized group has the opportunity, they often 
start to imitate the behavior of the former, as they have “lost [their] 
own orientation because a part of [their] history is inaccessible” and 
thus create new traumatized groups.11 In short, a historical trauma 
consists of two stages. Firstly, the historically traumatic event(s) that 
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Reza Khan began to consolidate his power and established a system 
of control, in which he executed harsh measures against dissidents. 
One of his victims was the poet Mirzadeh Eshghi (1894–1924), who 
denounced the chaotic circumstances in the country and the govern-
ment’s corruption in his poems. In 1924, Eshghi vehemently criti-
cized Reza Khan in an article, who, in reaction, ordered the shooting 
of the poet. Eshghi was sentenced to death by two killers in his own 
courtyard, as Fig. 3 shows.19

 Reza Khan’s son and successor Mohammad Reza Pahlavi con-
tinued in his father’s footsteps in his actions against his political op-

the situation in the country today.15 Also, Akhlaghi said, in 2009 she 
started to think “about the revival of history.” In the last century peo-
ple often died for their beliefs if they were not in accordance with the 
ruling forces while fighting for a better life within the country.16

 As previously mentioned with reference to Roth, a traumatized 
group, when in power, often repeats the process of creating newly 
traumatized groups. During the reigns of the Qajar (1779–1921) 
and Pahlavi (1921–1979) dynasties, freedom fighters were killed, as 
Akhlaghi shows in By an Eye Witness with the examples of Bagh-e 
Shah Tehran—Jahanghir Khan Sur-e-Esrafil, Nasrollah Malek-al-Mot-
akallemin / 24 June 1908 (Fig. 2) and Tehran—Mirzadeh Eshghi / 3 
July 1924 (Fig. 3), or the aforementioned South Mehrabad House, 
Tehran—Hamid Ashraf / 29 June 1976 (Fig.1). Since the 
notion of repetition is crucial to understanding the histor-
ical trauma in Akhlaghi’s work, I would like to expand on 
the context of the backdrop of her photographs.
 Fig. 2 shows a scene of the Constitutional Revolution. 
The goal of the revolution was to end the Qajar’s despotism 
and to give more power to the people. The revolutionaries 
managed to establish a parliament in 1906, but, as Fig. 2 
depicts, in 1908, the Shah organized a coup d’état and im-
prisoned some of the members of parliament in one of his 
garden residences. Among the captives were Malek al-Mo-
takallemkin (1860–1908), the main thinker of the Consti-
tutionalists’ movement, and Jahangir Khan Sur-e-Esrafil 
(1876–1908), the owner of an influential newspaper that 
published articles directly attacking the Shah. Although 
the Constitutional Revolution eventually led to the re-estab-
lishment of the parliament in 1909, due to the fact that the 
Qajars were still part of the government and held much 
power, Iran remained a monarchy with no real democracy. 
In 1921, a military commander, Reza Khan (r. 1921–1941), 
initiated another coup d’état, and founded the Pahlavi dy-
nasty that succeeded the Qajars. Following the overthrow, 

Fig. 2  Azadeh Akhlaghi, Baghe-Shah, Tehran– Jahangir Khan Sur-e-Esrafil, Nasrollah  
Malek-al-Motekallemin / 24 June 1908, 2012, Digital Print on Photo Paper, 110 x 188 cm.32
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Fig. 3 Azadeh Akhlaghi, Tehran- Mirzadeh Eshghi / 3 July 1924, 2012,  
 Digital Print on Photo Paper, 110 x 209 cm. 33
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rupted throughout the last century. Even if the traumatized group 
turned into the healthier group, it never ceased the methods and cru-
elties of its former oppressors, as proven by Figs. 1–4.
 Akhlaghi addresses this repetitive cycle of killing freedom 
fighters in the series as a whole, and in particular in Ashraf (Fig.1). 
The artist explains, that she “manipulated history” in this image, as 
the officers in the courtyard wear uniforms of the Iranian Revolution 
and the ones in the foreground, left of the garden door, those of the 
Green Movement.21 Therefore, Akhlaghi seems to indicate that the 
events of 1976, 1978/79 and 2009 are related, by the fact that the 
healthier group resorted to violence against critical activists again 
and again. Due to the situation in Iran, Akhlaghi is not able to depict 

ponents. He sentenced dissidents to death, amongst them, the shoot-
ing of Ashraf. These three deaths show that the killing of political 
dissidents took place under every Iranian ruler between 1908 and 
1979, which is the basic-timeline of By an Eye Witness. Those who 
fought for the end of the Qajar monarchy, and their descendants, 
continued to suppress political opponents as the examples of Eshghi, 
and Ashraf demonstrate. Moreover, the Pahlavis also tried to subdue 
the Islamic faction by killing and imprisoning their members, as 
Akhlaghi’s image Southampton U.K.—Ali Shariati / 19 June 1977 
(Fig.4) reveals. The religious sociologist Ali Shariati (1933–1977) — 
who, in contrast to the other protagonists mentioned here, is actively 
remembered by the Islamic Republic—preached that true Muslims 
should fight against all forms of suppression and social in-
justice. This included, in his opinion, also despotic rulers 
like Mohammad Reza Pahlavi. Shariati was imprisoned 
and upon release, he went into exile in England in 1977, 
where he died unexpectedly in his house as shown in Fig. 4. 
The circumstances of his death are not entirely clear.20

 In summary, the historical trauma that Akhlaghi’s By 
an Eye Witness deals with is caused by the repetitive, 
 cumulative, cross-generational deaths and killings of free-
dom fighters in Iranian history. She shows historically 
 traumatic events in her photographs. The depicted deaths 
are related to the present as they have shaped the condi-
tions under which people in Iran live today. Moreover, it is 
uncommon to speak freely about many of the protagonists 
in Akhlaghi’s images, especially not in schools or universi-
ties, as they are not part of the Islamic Republic’s official 
history. Many Iranians, however, have not forgotten these 
events. They are present as suppressed memories, and are, 
as such, responsible for a historical unspoken grief. The re-
sulting historical trauma response means that the brutality 
of the group in power towards those who criticized them 
has been continuously repeated and has not been inter-

Fig. 4  Azadeh Akhlaghi, Southampton, UK– Ali Shariati / 19 June 1977, 2012,  
Digital Print on Photo Paper, 110 x 168 cm.34
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torically traumatic memories.”28 With reference to photography in 
particular, Susan Sontag mentions in Regarding the Pain of Others 
(2003) that photographs can serve as shock therapy by facing trau-
matic experiences again.29 These four statements describe how By an 
Eye Witness could be interpreted as an attempt of a therapy for histor-
ical trauma with the aim of coming to terms with the relentless losses 
of freedom fighters in Iran’s history. Before By an Eye Witness, there 
was a “conspiracy of silence” about the depicted events.30 In breaking 
this silence and narrating the events that caused the trauma via staged 
photographs, Akhlaghi tries not only to cure herself, but a larger pub-
lic also. Moreover, by exhibiting them in a public art-gallery in Teh-
ran, she initiates an attempt at group therapy, as she makes the view-
ers see, think and talk about the historical cycle of violence.31

 It would not be possible to stage the events exactly as they hap-
pened, and Akhlaghi consciously adds anachronistic elements to the 
photographs such as herself or the soldiers in different uniforms in 
Ashraf (Fig.1). They are a reminder that the present is affected by the 
past, and are related to trauma therapy. It is symptomatic of a trau-
matized group not to have reliable memories of the historically 
 traumatic event. As such, in order to work towards a cure, it is indeed 
necessary to situate oneself in relation to the past, but not to rec-
onstruct the actual event as it occurred. In other words, there is no 
need to tell the truth exactly as it was; more important is the healing   
power of narration and revisiting past histories.32

 As the large visitor numbers suggest, it was a relief for many 
people to see the events that have been erased for so long from public 
memory openly presented on the walls of Tehran’s Mohsen Gallery. 
In addition to the usual art crowd, the exhibition was also visited by 
many atypical gallery goers.33 Seeing By an Eye Witness was, as 
Akhlaghi said “like revealing an old, open secret” for many Iranians, 
as now they were given the chance to talk about these protagonists 
for the first time. The artist also recounted very emotional scenes, 
such as people crying and hugging, as they were finally able to mourn 
and express their grief towards the main figures of By an Eye Witness 

recent deaths, but it seems, she encourages the viewers to think of 
similar events beyond the end of her project’s time-line by showing 
the soldiers in different uniforms in Fig.1 and by narrating the repe-
titive cycle of historical brutality. According to Akhlaghi’s account of 
her inspiration for the project, the events of 2009 are also present in 
By an Eye Witness. During these protests, many of today’s traumatized 
group, the Nasl-e Sevvom to which the artist also belongs, experi-
enced the violence of the current healthier group.
 Akhlaghi is present as an anachronistic witness to the re-staged 
deaths in every photograph, dressed in garments of contemporary 
Iran.22 In her role as a passive bystander she sees what is happening 
and acts in her own words as a representative of her generation,23 
who is suffering from historical trauma response. Roth mentions that 
“victims often describe themselves as spectators of their own trauma” 
because, due to its intensity, it is not remembered normally.24 
Akhlaghi, like every one of the Nasl-e Sevvom, is too young to have 
seen the depicted traumatic events with her own eyes. According to 
Dabashi, Akhlaghi “has not in fact seen” the deaths, “but is con-
demned to remember.”25 Nonetheless, she is aware of her pictures’ 
protagonists and has thus not literally, but metaphorically seen their 
sudden deaths. Her life is still affected by them as she lives in Iran and 
has to deal with the situation in the country today. On the other hand, 
Akhlaghi is showing through her presence that she is also giving a 
testimony for therapeutic reasons.

Curing Historical Trauma: By an Eye Witness as Therapy 
Akhlaghi’s work can be seen as an example of a Freudian approach in 
dealing with psychological wounds in that she attempts healing 
through recollection of memories. Freud claims that it is necessary to 
situate oneself in relation to the past, but not to reconstruct the actu-
al event.26 Further, Roth states, that telling the story of the trauma 
can be a healing act.27 Similarly, Brave Heart recommends for this 
purpose “intensive psycho-educational group experience. […] 
[where participants] are exposed to content […] that stimulates his-

35



12all–over

Akhlaghi finally made it possible to mourn the protagonists publicly. 
Thirdly, Akhlaghi re-instates herself into the situation of the trauma, 
which she symbolizes by including herself as an actor in the re-staged 
photographs. But she does not and cannot reconstruct the events, 
how they actually occurred, and alters them via anachronistic ele-
ments, like herself and the soldiers in uniforms of different times in 
Ashraf (Fig.1). With these alterations she reveals that the past affects 
the present. In other words, since historically there has been no fo-
rum to speak openly about the trauma, it was constantly repeated. 
The situation in Iran today is shaped by history and it cannot be pre-
cluded that similar happenings as those depicted in the photographs 
are still taking place. It can be argued that Akhlaghi wants to shake up 
the Iranian population and encourage her people to interrupt the re-
petitive cycle of violence in order to make Iran’s future less bloody. 
One day such violent cruelties like those shown in Ashraf (Fig.1) 
might be a thing of the past.

both collectively and publicly.34 Akhlaghi said of the exhibition: “The 
gallery was like a graveyard [...], in which each picture was a tomb-
stone for a person whose death went unappreciated by all the re-
gimes of Iran during the past century.”35

Conclusion
In her photographic series By an Eye Witness Akhlaghi addresses a 
historical trauma. In her series, she depicts the consecutive deaths 
and killings of freedom fighters who were active against the ruling 
powers in Iranian history. Most of these are not part of the Islamic 
Republic’s version of history therefore it was not possible to talk 
about these historically traumatic events publicly. As such the trau-
matized groups were not able to come to terms with their past, which 
resulted in a historical unspoken grief. This led to the development of 
a historical trauma response, as defined by Brave Heart and others. 
That brutal methods are repeatedly employed across generations is a 
feature of historical trauma response. Experiences from the past have 
recurred and are still occurring in Iran, as the incidents of 2009 show. 
This paper focused on the Nasl-e Sevvom as a significant body of to-
day’s traumatized group. Akhlaghi, who includes herself in all of the 
re-staged images, uses her participation to show her complicity in 
their fight. As most of the protagonists of By an Eye Witness are not 
discussed openly in governmental institutions and died before 
Akhlaghi’s generation was born, they have zero representation in 
schools and universities. Nonetheless, many still know of them since 
their deaths shaped the conditions under which they exist in Iran 
today. The historical trauma was developed because of the silence 
about the many deaths in Iran’s past.
 Therefore, I understand By an Eye Witness as an attempt to find 
a cure for this trauma. Firstly, because Akhlaghi, like the reading of 
Freud, Roth and Sontag suggests, narrates the traumatic events by 
facing them again in photographs. Secondly, by exhibiting her imag-
es in a gallery in Tehran, she encourages talking collectively and ac-
tively about the unfinished past, in order to come to terms with it. 
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