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Defining the First African “Other”: Italian Travel Narratives in late 19th century Ethiopia.

In 1869 the opening of the Suez Canal and the purchase of the Bay of Assab by the Italian company Rubattino laid the foundation for what would later become the Colonia Eritrea. In the years following this initial expansion on the western shores of the Red Sea a number of Italian travelers started to venture into the interior; Eritrea provided an ideal base from which to reach the Ethiopian highlands - a fabled land once believed to be the home of Prester John.
Attracted to the Ethiopian plateau by trading desires, missionary zeal, fascination with the unknown and the exotic, scores of Italian occasional ethnographers visited and sojourned in Ethiopia. By recording and publishing accounts of their journeys they introduced the Italian public to the genre of modern travel writing; contextually they contributed to a global discourse about the colonial other by borrowing and influencing ideas of race, blackness and the nature of the Ethiopian.
My paper examines the Italian cultural production on Ethiopia in the late 19th century as this independent country became the setting of a confrontation between a global discourse about Dark Africa and one about the Orient. In the second half of the 19th century the Ethiopian highlands found themselves awkwardly located somewhere between these two conflicting paradigms: the occasional ethnographers offered representations that oscillated from one extreme to the other as a result of the local political events that interjected the global discourses. The paper is based on a vast array of Italian travel narratives and aimed at framing diverse representations of Ethiopia in their rightful historical context, showing how a distinct interaction between the local and the global created a fluid image of Italy’s first other. 
