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STELLA, GIAN CARLO, Dizionario Biografico degli Italiani d’Africa
(Eritrea — Etiopia — Libia — Somalia — Sudan): 1271-1990. Parte Ia: Civili.
Fusignano Biblioteca-Archivio “Africana”. 1998. 132 pages/columns.

Rather modest in its making (no ISBN, price, figures, pictures or maps) and
unmistakably facile in its presentation, this work is supposed to be the first
of unspecified number of volumes aspiring at covering the biographies of
around one hundred thousand Italian civilians who had gone to North and
Northeast Africa as missionaries, explorers, adventurers, administrators and
business people in the last seven centuries. That is of course a noble project!
The realization of such a reference work would save immense time and
energy of scholars, often wasted in search of trivial information on this or
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that person, and the reviewer wishes the author, without concealing the
flaws of his pioneering volume, all the best in executing the rest of the
work.

Evidently, the author is not a novice to African studies, as a list of publi-
cations of the last 25 years enumerated on the cover indicates. He is proud
of an enormous collection of books and other publications related to Af-
rica, as he claims in the preface, among which is GIUSEPPE PUGLISI’s Chi é¢
dell’Eritrea 1952. Dizionario Biografico con una cronologia (Asmara 1952).
He is also aware of the existence of numerous documents and publications
in various Italian cities. This work nonetheless scarcely reflects the actual
utilization of these sources. At least it is not evident from the entries them-
selves or from any note in the book.

Unlike Puglisi, Stella prefers to limit his project to Italian civilians who
went to North and Northeast Africa as missionaries, envoys, explorers,
colonial servicemen and businessmen. A statistical survey of these civilians
and their military counterparts in Libya, Somalia, Eritrea, Ethiopia and
marginally the Sudan is given in chronological order (cf. pp. 9-12). The
number of Italian civilians in Eritrea (the country which attracted the larg-
est number of them) increased slowly from 359 in 1889 to 4565 in 1931. The
author states negligently, however, (cf. p. 9) that they were all concentrated
in Asmara, though several entries in this work refer to residents of Massawa,
Diqqgidmhari, Kirin, etc.

The significance of the dates in the title of the book is not explained an-
ywhere. What happened in ‘1271’ so as to take up this particular date as a
marker and why is ‘1990’ a closing year for the whole work? There seems
to be no entry in the book from the 13 and 14 centuries. The earliest date
the reviewer could find is ‘1402’ in which one named “Antonio da Firenze”
joined the embassy of Bartoli to “Abissinia” (cf. col. 90). The first date
makes sense if the subtitle is applicable to all subsequent volumes and that
the name of the one who travelled in 1271’ begins with a letter other than ‘A’.

The present volume (which is devoted to the letter A) allegedly contains
more than 2500 names of such civilians. It is, therefore, no wonder that the
content should regrettably be too sketchy. The length of the entries varies
from half a line to about three quarters of a column. Some of the succinct
ones hardly make sense in their explanation or description. E.g.
“ACCAME. ‘F.lli Accame’. Ditta di Decameré.” (col. 24). Besides, there is
repetition or duplication in some cases. E.g. there is scarcely any difference
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in substance between the biography of Antonio da Firenze and that of An-
tonio da Tarvisio (col. 90).

These are but only a few of the shortcomings of this special lexicon
which fell into our hands more or less by a sheer accident. Requested to
cater the price of the book as a usual part of a review technicality, the au-
thor revealed that it was not intended for a sale. Surprising though it may
seem, the reply is appreciable, for there has scarcely been a work in Ethiopi-
an studies which promised so much and offered so little as the present book,
or more precisely booklet.

Bairu Tafla
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