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Asmara Archive
Conserving the African trophies of modernism

architekturtheorie.tvarchitekturtheorie.eu

‚Asmara, the capital of Eritrea, has one of the largest collections of modernist architec-
ture in the world (...) which, (...) approaches the significance of cities as Tel Aviv, South 
Beach (...) or New Zealand’s Napier. The rediscovery of Modernism in Asmara offers 
the opportunity to observe the urban and architectonic qualities and potentioals oft he 
modern European city in an international context’
(www.asmara-architecture.com)

In recent years an increasing interest can be detected in issues concerning the architectural 
colonial heritage in Africa. Global actors are searching for the ‚modern trophies‘ all over the 
continent and claim that putting modern architecture on the ‚World Heritage List‘ would lead 
to progress. Even when colonial architecture in Africa has been the focus of inquiry, the re-
lationship between Italian architecture on one hand and (post-) colonialism on the other has 
not been clearly delineated and carefully studied. 
Our starting point lies within the recent work of a multidisciplinary group of scholars working 
to explore alternative visions of both colonial urbanism and architecture from African urban 
contexts. The project starts with the findings gathered as a result of an ongoing research 
project in Asmara founded by the ‚Austrian Science Fund‘. Eritreans in general and the citi-
zens of Asmara in particular seem to have thoroughly appropriated the colonial architecture, 
to the extent of almost perceiving it inherently as their own. Following the independence of 
Eritrea in 1993, hurried and unplanned constructions begann sprouting everywhere and the 
government placed a building embargo on Asmara‘s historical centre.
Since then there has been a ‚discovery of Asmara’ with various publications which all focus 
on the aspect of ‚Africa’s Secret Modernist City’ or ‚Frozen City’.

Our project focuses on the hypothesis, that Asmara is not the ‚Frozen city‘, rather, it con-
solidates, transforms or adapts ist specific traits. We interpret the ‚historic perimeter’ as an 
event that is subject to the ‚everyday’s urbanism‘ of the city dwellers. These processes are 
undertaken by developing new modalities of transformation (‚hidden transcripts‘) and novel 
forms of differentiation in the wake of the contemporary internationally interconnected cir-
cumstances. As a result of our fieldwork in Asmara, we were able to document about 400 
buildings of the ‚historic perimeter‘ (CARP) photographically and to situate them in the plans.
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Asmara Archive

During our fieldwork in Asmara in March 2013 we established contact with local authorities, 
that enabled us to visit the archive in Asmara. The archive is rich, important and must not 
be ignored because it may contain a number of surprises. It may thus be the object of a 
surprising two-way exchange. Mr. Teklemariam requested the support for specific conser-
vation projects adding that, in his opinion, scientific projects may lead to the organisation of 
the local archive and the valorization of existing material, largely unpublished. At present, 
historical documents are ‚at risk’ due to the lack of criteria for maintenance, legislation and 
restrictions and qualified personnel, the poor state of conservation – reasons that make ac-
cess to a virtual archive even more important - and due to the lack of equipment – hardware 
and software.

Thanks to the support of Mr. Teklemariam, we succceeded in convincing the local administ-
ration of the archive to scan all plans of the major construction phase from 1935-41 as well. 
As part of a second travel to Asmara in March 2014, we brought the ,Eyebook scanner‘ of 
the University of Innsbruck to the archive. During a third journey in August 2014 we brougt 
a documentation software (FileMaker) to Asmara and were able to bring more than 1000 
already scanned images to the University of Innsbruck. 
During this stay in Asmara we also discovered, that the authorities are applying for the ac-
ceptance to the UNESCO world heritage programm. To fulfill this task they plan to scan the 
whole archive until the end of the year 2015.

The Archive in Asmara
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Quantity and type of documents

The Asmara Archive holds substantial quantities of architectural drawings, correspondences 
of architects, photographs of the buildings, plans (elevations, sections and perspective dra-
wings of individual buildings and parts), details and features of buildings and other built and 
unbuilt (!) structures and site plans of varying levels of detail from elaborate depictions of 
houses and grounds, to simple outline block plans. Our research project discusses other ar-
chitectural and building records, such as contracts, building accounts or the variety of corre-
spondence and papers which may be created or accumulated in the course of the planning, 
construction and maintenance of any building or built structure. We aim to digitalise docum-
tens of the most important period between 1935 and 1941: 400 buildings = 5000 documents.
In total already 30.000 documents were scanned.

Scanning

Archival digitisation requires a high-resolution scanner (the ‚Bookeye-Scanner‘ is already in 
Asmara) operated by skilled technicians to ensure high-quality results. The project team is 
responsible for target analyses, technical guidance based on our extensive experience, trai-
ning of personnel and assistance on the assessment of digital capture devices. The project‘s 
aim is also to contribute towards the personal training of Eritrean people for the digitization 
of the archive. 
Furthermore the people involved with the scanning put the information gained from the scan-
ning process into an apropriate database. Here they make a short analysis of the material, 
building dates, architect, exact location (if the building is realised), but they also describe the 
actual conditions of the plans themselves.
At the University of Innsruck this material will then be arranged and scientifically refurbished.

Employee working with the scanner
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The Database

We propose a structure of an editorial board and advisory board to select material and ensu-
re quality; so a set of metadata was defined. On average, digitization will require 1/3 of the 
project time, Organising and describing materials, creating indexing and making the collec-
tion searchable by users will require the remaining 2/3rds of the project time. The long-term 
preservation of digitized objects is a permanent additional cost factor for the Administration 
of Asmara. We create metadata-electronic records maintained by the Asmara Archive to 
make digital objects searchable online - for each digitized document. The digital files and 
corresponding metadata are united in an electronic database. For our project we use the 
„Filemaker“-software for this process.
At the University of Innsbruck we prepared a set of parameters within the Filemaker-Soft-
ware. There are parameters for the database itself: an ID that corresponds with the name of 
the scanned image, a date of entry (filled in automatically) and the name of the case handler; 
the current reository and the current repository label will be listed so that the original docum-
net can be refound easily.
Several data of the document itself are elaborated: the title, the type, the scale and the 
dimensions of the document. There is also the possibility to observe any damage on the 
document.
There are fields for the creation of the document: the name and profession of the creator,  the 
date and place of creation. Another important information we gain from this documentation is 
that, if the building was realized or not. If it was built we insert the current adress.
There is also the possibility for our colleagues in Asmara to make notes and comments.

Filemaker
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Location plan of the Cinema Roma planned as Cinema Dux

Cinema Roma

One of the most fascinating buildings in Asmara is the Cinema Roma (former Cinema Ex-
celsior) on Sematat Avenue. In the archive there are several plans of the building, but also  
the bureaucratic correspondences. We will translate the significant parts and make them 
accessible for a broader community. 
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Plan of the front view of the Cinema DUX in Asmara

Front view of the Cinema ROMA in Asmara today
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Section

Plan Ground Floor
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Besides the plans in the archive there are also letters of the correspondence between the 
client, the architect and the authorities. We translate these papers and can reconstruct 
certain layers of the urban fabric of Asmara. 

Letter of request of building
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Answer of the authorities
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29th July 1936

Dear Mr. CAPOZZI AND ZANETTI

   ASMARA
   _______________

We approve the project of the erection of a cinema, connoting that the Comission of Art 
and Building observed the following:
Change the name „DUX“; transform the windows represented on the side; add two doors, 
one on every side as exits of the ground floor; apply ventilators on the ceiling for the ex-
change of air, or the skylight can be opened; transfer the building line backwards, so that 
all the stairs are on the lot. The entrance to the projector room has to be redesigned; 
Aerate, also artificially, the projector room; the floors have to be made of a non sensitive 
material of ambition (à la veneziana or with tiles) also in the gallery; the illumination system 
has to be made with cables under lead; division between the first and the second class 
seats with a steel railing, or any other metal; opening in eternit instead of plate
[...]

To his dignitary Mayor (PODESTA’) of 
  ASMARA
  _______________

The signatories CAPOZZI Enrico and ZANAROTTI Mario, residents of Asmara, owners of 
a plot of land in Viale DE BONO, at the corner of via E. Ruspoli, are honored to present to 
the dignitary the project of erection of a great public building which purpose is a CINEMA.
The building will house 1.300 visitors; it will have a large vestibule and bar in the entrance 
area which serves the clients inside and outside. On the upper floor there will be a tribune 
for the exclusive inhabitants of the city.
The works should begin immediately to be finished by the first days of next October –
We hope for your good will and fast acceptance of the presented project
Yours faithfully
  Enrico Capozzi 
  Zanarotti Mario

Asmara, 30th June 1936/XIV°
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Bar Zilli

Another fascinating building in Asmara ist the Bar Zilli on Sematat Avenue. In the archive 
there are several plans of the building, but also  the bureaucratic correspondences. We will 
translate the significant parts and make them accessible for a broader community. 

Front page for the Bar Zilli project
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Plan of the ground floor

Views, Sections
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Letter of request of building
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Answer of the authorities
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To his dignitary Mayor (PODESTA’) 
  of the comunity of
 
  ASMARA

The signatory owner of a lot in Viale De Bono is honoured to present to the dignitary com-
mission the attached project of a building according to the building regularities.
The project is presented by the geometer Catania who draw it.

       De Prosperis Ignazio

Asmara 21st October 1936 XIV

DE PROSPERIS IGNAZIO former Vincenzo

TECHNICAL OFFICE       To Mr. DEPROSPERIS IGNAZIO

 12th December 1936     ASMARA

I send you an approved copy of the building project on Viale E. De Bono.-
The commission of Art and Building has the following opinion “eliminate 2  pilaster strips 
in the general view”.-
Before the beginning of the building works you have to ask at the Technical Office for the 
building permit

   THE PODESTA’
  (Console Luigi Montagnani) 
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Cinema Impero

One of the most embelmatic buildings in Asmara is the Cinema Impero. Its position on Har-
net Avenue (former Viale Mussolini) gives it a special weight in the urban fabric of the city. 
The archive in Asmara reveals the story behind the building process: the first project was the 
casa degli affari, an office building with integrated cinema. 
The plans were designed in 1936 and the project was approved the same year. In the begin-
ning of the year 1937 the owners of the building lot at Viale Mussolini changed their minds 
and the project was then changed to to the Cinema Impero we know today. It was designed 
as a building complex consisting of three volumes, which would have given the street a very 
dynamic aspect.
The cinema as we know it today was then built in a different form.

Location Plan of the casa degli affari
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Ground Plan of the casa degli affari

View of the casa degli affari
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Front view of the Cinema Impero in Asmara today

Plan of the front view of the Cinema Impero
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Ground Plan of the Cinema Impero

Section of the Cinema Impero
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Letter of approval of the authorities
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Letter with request of a variation of the project Cinema Impero p.1
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Letter with request of a variation of the project Cinema Impero p.2
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28th January 1937

   Dear Mr. D. Ing. Sincistaldi (?)
   (Casa degli affari)
    ASMARA

I send back the project presented by you which was approved by the Commission for Art 
and Building.-
You are kindly asked to pass by the Technical Office and take the relevant building permit.-

   =THE PODESTA’=
   (Consul Luigi Montagnani)

  ACCOUNT
on the variation of the project which was approved by the Comission for Art and Building on 
20/10/936 for the construction for a business palace in viale Mussolini corner Via Dalma-
zia-

The variation allots the utilisation of the building site with three volumes [bodies] in rein-
forced concrete which form - in an esthetic way - one complex; with their different height 
and planimetric form they provide a movement of masses and form - with a voluntary sober 
decoration and big vertical lines - an architectonic complex which can resolve in a grand 
way the situation of one of the corners Viale Mussolini - Via Dalmazia.
Statically the three volumes will rise with independent suporting systems: that’s because of 
their different heights and the difference between the elastic elements (mounting frame) of 
the central part and the two lateral parts.
Every single volume will be devided in two parts through the creation of opportune elastic 
joints.
The grounding - according to the ground - will be of the continuous type, with beams in 
reinforced concrete in an apropriate profile [cross section], which have the double purpose 
to balance the weight and to create the conditions of fixation at the feet of the vertical ele-
ments in reinforced concrete. 
The framing of beams for a floor will obviously be in reinforced concrete.
All the calculations of stability will be presented to the Office for Public Works for verifica-
tion and approvement when the competent authority will have given - if found opportune - 
the approval of the presented variation.
It has to be noted that this variation was mainly necessary - in excess of a rational com-
mercial utilisation of the projected buildings - because of the enlargement of the area which 
confine along Viale Mussolini has been brought to the street of Via Lazio.
      [signature]


