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Introduction
Eritrea is a country of striking geographic contrasts and profound cultural diversity.
From the high plateaus of the central region to the shimmering coastlines of the Red
Sea, Eritrea’s landscape is dotted with cities and towns that serve as living chronicles
of the nation’s complex and fascinating history. Each urban center reveals a story,
embodying layers of ancient heritage, colonial encounter, war and liberation, and
visions for the future. This book, Cities of Eritrea, is both an exploration of these
vibrant places and a guide for visitors and readers eager to understand the heart of
Eritrean life.

The cities of Eritrea have played pivotal roles throughout the centuries. They have
been hubs of commerce and governance, battlegrounds and sanctuaries, crossroads
of cultures and melting pots of ethnicities. From the architectural wonders of Asmara,
shaped by Italian modernism, to the bustling ports of Massawa and Assab, a journey
through Eritrean cities is an immersion in a mosaic of architectural, historical, and
social riches. Many of these urban centers still bear the marks of ancient civilizations,
imperial expansions, and independence struggles, lending a distinctly resilient and
multifaceted character to Eritrean urbanity.

For the visitor, Eritrea’s cities serve as both windows and gateways. Streets lined with
Art Deco buildings, lively open-air markets, serene mosques, cathedrals, and the
myriad languages and faces encountered capture the country’s diversity. The warmth
of the highland towns contrasts with the sun-drenched intensity of the Red Sea coast,
inviting travelers to explore their differences and commonalities. Each city offers
something unique—be it the remarkable peace of Keren, the soft rhythms of Ghinda’s
agriculture, or the dynamism of trade in Teseney. A journey among these cities
provides not only a survey of places but a deep connection to the heartbeat of Eritrean
society.

This book is intended as a comprehensive guide and a historical companion. Each
chapter delves into a particular city’s story: its founding, periods of glory and hardship,
architecture, economic lifeblood, and the vibrancy of its people. By traveling through
all 25 chapters, the reader will not only gain practical guidance for visiting these
destinations but also a greater appreciation for how cities both shape and are shaped
by the identities and aspirations of Eritrea’s peoples.

Much of Eritrea’s unique urban character lies in its ability to synthesize old and new,
local and foreign, tradition and change. The resilience of these cities, many of which
have endured conflict, colonial domination, and periods of isolation, is reflected in
their continued growth and the enduring spirit of their inhabitants. In this sense,
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Eritrean cities are not just places on a map—they are narratives in motion, ever
adapting and re-inventing themselves across generations.

Ultimately, Cities of Eritrea invites you to discover the story of Eritrea through the lens
of its urban landscapes. Whether you are a traveler, a historian, or someone simply
curious about this extraordinary part of Africa, may this book inspire you to look
beyond the surface, uncover the tales within the streets and buildings, and, perhaps,
set out on your own exploration of Eritrea's enduring and evolving cities.
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CHAPTER ONE: Asmara: The Heart of Modernism
Perched high on the Eritrean plateau, over 2,300 meters above sea level, lies Asmara,
a city unlike any other in Africa. Its unique character, a fascinating blend of Eritrean
spirit and Italian architectural ambition, earned it the moniker "La piccola Roma" or
"Little Rome." Asmara isn't just a capital; it's an open-air museum of modernist and Art
Deco architecture, a testament to a bygone era, and a vibrant city still very much
alive. The crisp highland air, far removed from the Red Sea’s humidity, adds to its
charm, creating a remarkably pleasant climate year-round.

Asmara’s transformation into a modernist marvel began in earnest after 1889, when
Italy occupied the city and, eight years later, declared it the capital of Italian Eritrea.
The real architectural boom, however, was ignited in the 1930s. Imagine a canvas
upon which Italian architects, brimming with the innovative spirit of Futurism and
Rationalism, began to paint their visions. They weren't just erecting buildings; they
were sculpting a city, infusing it with thousands of structures that showcased Art
Deco’s curves, Futurism’s dynamism, and Rationalism’s clean lines. This audacious
urban experiment utilized both Italian and local materials, forging a distinctive
architectural language that continues to define Asmara’s skyline today.

Wandering through Asmara is like stepping back in time to an architectural exhibition
of the 1930s, perfectly preserved. The city was meticulously planned, with an
orthogonal grid forming its backbone, later softened by radial elements. This careful
design resulted in a human-scale environment, where broad boulevards and well-
defined public spaces invite leisurely strolls. Many buildings and even shops still bear
the original Italian designs and names, offering a tangible link to its colonial past. The
famous Fiat Tagliero building, designed to resemble an airplane, is a prime example of
this audacious architectural spirit, its cantilevered wings poised as if for flight.

Beyond its striking architecture, Asmara is celebrated for its palpable sense of peace
and cleanliness. It's often praised as a crime-free city, a sanctuary where "Asmarinos,"
as its friendly inhabitants are known, contribute to its tranquil atmosphere. This
serene environment, combined with the city's unique aesthetic, has captivated visitors
for decades. In 2017, the global community officially recognized Asmara’s exceptional
value, designating it a UNESCO World Heritage Site. This prestigious acknowledgment
cemented its status as a masterpiece of early 20th-century urbanism.

As a major hub, Asmara is strategically connected to other vital regions of Eritrea. It
serves as a central road junction, linking the capital to the historic port city of
Massawa, located approximately 65 kilometers to the northeast on the Red Sea. This
vital connection has historically facilitated trade and movement between the
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highlands and the coast. A railway line also connects the two cities, a testament to
early 20th-century engineering prowess. The city's modern international airport, built
in 1962, lies just 4 kilometers southeast, providing aerial access to this captivating
capital.

While its architectural heritage undoubtedly draws the eye, Asmara is more than just a
collection of old buildings. It's a living, breathing city where daily life unfolds against a
backdrop of historical grandeur. Markets bustle with activity, cafes spill onto
sidewalks, and the aroma of freshly brewed coffee permeates the air. The city’s
unique blend of cultures, influenced by its diverse history, is evident in its cuisine, its
languages, and the everyday interactions of its people. Asmara stands as a proud
symbol of Eritrean resilience and a compelling example of urban planning and
architectural innovation.
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