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Introduction
Addis Ababa, the city whose name means “New Flower,” is a living, breathing
tapestry—its colors, textures, and rhythms unfolding anew each morning on bustling
boulevards and winding alleyways. Navigating its streets, you encounter an urban
landscape where the ancient and the modern coexist in a perpetual dance: a centuries-
old Orthodox church peers over a construction site; the scent of roasting coffee
mingles with morning traffic; a jazz melody escapes an open window and intertwines
with the call of a shoeshiner hawking his craft. At every corner, life in Addis pulses
with stories waiting to be told—stories best captured by a wandering eye, a patient
presence, and the click of a camera.

This book is your invitation to explore Addis Ababa through the art and craft of street
photography. Whether you are a curious traveler, an aspiring photographer, or an
aficionado of urban culture, you will find here a guide to the city’s neighborhoods,
people, and daily rituals. But this is more than just a collection of striking images or
technical advice—it is an immersion into the complexity, vitality, and cultural richness
of one of Africa’s great capitals. Addis Ababa’s streets are as layered as its history,
shaped by more than 80 ethnic groups and a legacy that bridges Africa’s past and
future.

Addis Ababa is, above all, a city of contrasts. Skyscrapers rise beside rusted tin roofs;
Mercedes taxis dodge donkey carts; traditional music blends with the thrum of
Afrobeats echoing from passing minibuses. These juxtapositions are fertile ground for
the street photographer, compelling us to look closer, linger longer, and see beyond
surface impressions. Yet, photographing Addis requires more than technical skill—it
demands the ability to adapt, to read a room or a marketplace, to approach subjects
with empathy and respect, and to navigate both the possibilities and the challenges
that the city presents.

You will find practical guidance here drawn from lived experience and the wisdom of
local experts. Each chapter weaves together vivid descriptions, technical insights, and
first-hand interviews with Addis Ababa’s photographers, residents, and cultural
custodians. We’ll discuss not only the “how” of photographing this city—composition,
timing, light, and storytelling—but also the “why”: preserving memory, challenging
stereotypes, and forging genuine connections across boundaries of language and
culture.

Street photography in Addis Ababa is not without its obstacles—legal ambiguities,
public suspicion, and ethical dilemmas abound. But it is also a field alive with
innovation and resilience. A new generation of Ethiopian photographers is shaping the
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narrative of their city, using everything from smartphones to fine art cameras to share
overlooked moments and monumental occasions alike. Their stories, struggles, and
triumphs form a vital thread of this book, illuminating the transformative power of
images to reveal, question, and celebrate.

To walk the streets of Addis Ababa with your camera is to witness its beating heart in
all its complexity: hopeful, chaotic, joyous, and contemplative. My hope is that, as you
turn these pages—whether you are preparing to visit in person or simply journeying
with your imagination—you will come away inspired to look deeper, to photograph
more thoughtfully, and to appreciate the extraordinary in the everyday. Welcome to
the streets of Addis Ababa. The city is alive with light—let’s go capture it, together.
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CHAPTER ONE: The New Flower: A Brief History of
Addis Ababa
Addis Ababa, a city whose very name, "New Flower" in Amharic, evokes a sense of
burgeoning life, isn't ancient in the way Rome or Luxor are ancient. Yet, its relatively
short history, dating back to the late 19th century, is a whirlwind of imperial ambition,
strategic shifts, and an organic growth that has transformed it into Africa's diplomatic
capital and a bustling metropolis. To truly capture the city's essence through your
lens, understanding its origins and evolution is key. It’s like knowing the backstory of a
compelling character before you attempt their portrait.

Before Addis Ababa, Ethiopia’s imperial capitals were often mobile camps, moving
with the emperor and his court. The concept of a permanent capital, with settled
institutions and infrastructure, was a relatively new idea. Emperor Menelik II, then King
of Shewa, initially established his camp at Mount Entoto in the 1880s. However, the
harsh climate and scarcity of firewood at the higher altitude proved challenging. His
wife, Empress Taytu Betul, a shrewd and influential figure, noticed the abundance of
hot springs and eucalyptus trees in the valley below. These springs, known as Filwoha,
offered comfort and a more hospitable environment. It was her vision, in 1886, that
truly led to the founding of what would become Addis Ababa.

The Empress’s foresight was instrumental. The hot springs provided a natural amenity,
and the fast-growing eucalyptus trees, imported from Australia, offered a sustainable
source of fuel and building material – a crucial factor for a burgeoning settlement.
Menelik II officially founded the city, and it rapidly grew around the imperial palace, a
structure that still stands today as the Grand Palace, the seat of the Ethiopian
government. The strategic location, nestled in the central highlands, also offered a
defensible position and fertile land, further contributing to its appeal.

The early years of Addis Ababa were characterized by rapid, somewhat chaotic
growth. It wasn't meticulously planned like some European capitals; rather, it
expanded organically, with various communities settling in different areas, often along
the lines of ethnic groups or professional affiliations. This organic development is still
visible in the distinct character of its neighborhoods, each with its own rhythm and
visual narrative. As the city expanded, so did its infrastructure, albeit incrementally.
The construction of the Franco-Ethiopian Railway, connecting Addis Ababa to the port
of Djibouti in the early 20th century, was a pivotal moment, cementing the city’s role
as a commercial hub and opening it further to international trade and influence.

The early 20th century also saw the reign of Emperor Haile Selassie I, a figure whose
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long rule profoundly shaped Addis Ababa. He embarked on modernization efforts,
introducing schools, hospitals, and more formalized urban planning. Many of the
grander, older buildings you see today, particularly in areas like Piassa, bear the
architectural hallmarks of this era, reflecting European influences blended with
Ethiopian aesthetics. Haile Selassie’s vision extended beyond national development;
he was a staunch advocate for pan-Africanism, and it was under his leadership that
Addis Ababa was chosen as the headquarters for the Organization of African Unity
(OAU) in 1963, now the African Union (AU). This decision cemented the city’s status as
the diplomatic capital of Africa, a role it proudly maintains today. The presence of
numerous international organizations and embassies adds another layer to the city’s
diverse population and its dynamic street scenes.

However, Addis Ababa’s history isn't without its periods of immense upheaval. The
Italian occupation from 1936 to 1941, though relatively brief, left its mark, both
physically in some of the architecture and psychologically on the populace. Post-World
War II, the city continued its expansion, experiencing waves of migration from rural
areas as people sought opportunities in the burgeoning urban center. This influx
contributed to the city's vibrant diversity but also posed challenges in terms of
housing, infrastructure, and urban planning.

The Derg regime, a Marxist-Leninist military junta that overthrew the imperial
monarchy in 1974, brought a period of political turmoil and economic hardship. While
some nationalization efforts took place, the city’s development largely stagnated. The
scars of this era, both visible and invisible, are part of the city’s historical tapestry.
Following the fall of the Derg in 1991, Addis Ababa entered a new phase of rapid
growth and economic liberalization. The past few decades have witnessed an
unprecedented construction boom, with modern high-rises reshaping the skyline and
new infrastructure projects constantly underway. This rapid urbanization, while a sign
of progress, also presents challenges for preserving the city’s older character and
managing its swift expansion.

Today, Addis Ababa is a city of over five million people, a melting pot of Ethiopia’s
more than 80 ethnic groups, each contributing to its unique cultural mosaic. The
linguistic diversity alone is staggering, with Amharic being the official working
language but Oromo, Tigrinya, and countless other languages heard on the streets.
This rich cultural tapestry is reflected in everything from the city's diverse culinary
scene to its vibrant music and art. As you wander, you’ll encounter the ancient
traditions of the Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo Church, a dominant spiritual force,
alongside the calls to prayer from mosques, and the quiet presence of various
Protestant denominations. This religious diversity adds another layer to the city's
visual and auditory landscape, particularly during festivals.

The history of Addis Ababa, though relatively young, is one of constant evolution,
adaptation, and resilience. It is a city that has continually reinvented itself, absorbing
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new influences while holding steadfast to its deeply rooted traditions. For the street
photographer, this means a city of striking juxtapositions: the elderly woman in
traditional white cotton clothing walking past a modern glass skyscraper, a donkey
cart laden with goods navigating a multi-lane highway, or the rhythmic chanting from
a church blending with the blare of car horns. These contrasts are not anomalies; they
are the very fabric of Addis Ababa, offering endless narratives for your lens.
Understanding this historical backdrop allows you to see beyond the immediate scene,
to appreciate the layers of time and experience that have shaped every street corner
and every face you encounter. It helps you anticipate the ebb and flow of daily life,
recognizing the routines that are generations old and the new currents shaping the
city's future.
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