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1. How it started

Beatrice Playne who visited Sekota in 1948 des-
cribed the town in her book, St. George for Ethiopia,
as the following: Sekota is quite the most attracti-
ve Ethiopian town I have seen, with its two-storied,
stone houses. 1 had been interested in this town
through this text and was curious to know more
about its urban history and architecture. When I
met the former Ambassador of Ethiopia to Japan,
H.E. Mr. Kassa Teklebirhan, who was from Seko-
ta, I was fortunate to receive more detailed infor-
mation about the town. After several meetings at
the embassy in February 2020, I planned to make a
short trip to Sekota with Architect Tadesse Girmay
from EiABC and Yusuke Yamane, a student from
my lab. The three of us were guided by people from
the Wag Development Association, introduced to us
by the Ethiopian Embassy in Japan. Since time was
scarce, it was almost a day trip, but we could see
several circular houses and the rock-hewn church
of St. Mikael. After the visits, we were convin-
ced that it would be an excellent research area and
hoped to come back, but soon after COVID-19 pan-
demic came, followed by the civil war.

2. Research collaboration

These few years have been hard for everyone, es-
pecially for people in Ethiopia. However, despi-
te these difficult circumstances, I am grateful we
could continue the work and expand the research.
Together with the JSPS research team (Dr. Alula
Tesfay, Dr. Ikuro Shimizu, Dr. Keita Aoshima, Dr.
Nobuhiro Shimizu), Wag Development Association
(Dr. Melsew Tefera, Dr. Amsalu Woldie Yalew),
and the Ethiopian Embassy in Japan (H.E. Mr. Kas-
sa Teklebirhan), we were able to hold several onli-
ne meetings and put together essential information

Rumi Okazaki, Tadesse Girmay,
Alula Tesfay, Ikuro Shimizu,
Keita Aoshima, Nobuhiro
Shimizu, Melsew Tefera, Amsalu
Woldie Yalew

Text by: Rumi Okazaki
(School of Architecture, Shibaura
Institute of Technology)

of Sekota. Monthly trips (sometimes weekly) to
the Ethiopian Embassy also helped to plot out the
names of the districts and important buildings to
create the heritage map of the town. Wag Develop-
ment Association had taken photos of all the tradi-
tional circular houses in Sekota, of which the total
number added to 51. These photos were sent to the
research team in Japan through the telegram app.

3. Unexpected discovery

Through online research, I found a small copy of
the aerial photo of Sekota taken by Georg Gerster
in an online journal. It was referenced from a book
called “IL (Instituts fiir Leichte Fldchentragwer-
ke) 39” by Eda Schaur, a student of the renowned
Architect Frei Otto. The online archive of CiNii
showed that this book was available in ten diffe-
rent libraries within Japan. However, at that time,
almost all the libraries were closed or only permi-
tted to registered personnel due to COVID-19. It
was impossible to access the books. Just when I
had nearly given out hope, I remembered that Ar-
chitect Shigeru Ban was a big fan of Frei Otto and
thought that this book might be in his collection in
the office. I visited his office and found the book
with the aerial photo of Sekota, large enough to
depict the circular houses in the central area of
the town. A small delightful discovery in the most
unexpected place! This is the oldest aerial photo of
Sekota found so far and has enabled us to trace the
original urban spatial characteristics. Communica-
tion with the office of Georg Gerster was also made
through email.
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4. Next steps forward

We would like to thank JANES for the opportuni-
ty for us to present the work. The research team
is certainly encouraged by this award and hopes
to progress further in the coming years. This re-
search is still preliminary, and I believe it could
be enhanced with diverse knowledge and ideas. In
November 2022, a lecture was made at EIABC on
this topic, and over 20 people attended. In the end,
we received many questions and comments, all of
which should be considered. We hope to go back to
Sekota once again and continue the work that we
have started.

This project was carried out with the collaboration
of School of Architecture, Shibaura Institute of Te-
chnology, Ethiopian Institute of Architecture, Buil-
ding Construction and City development (EiABC),
Addis Ababa University, Wag Development Asso-
ciation (Sekota), and the Embassy of Ethiopia in
Japan (Tokyo) with funding from JSPS KAKENHI
Grant Number 19KK0114. We are grateful for our
key informants and staff members of the Ethiopian
Embassy in Tokyo.
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Fig. 1. Photos of existing circular houses in Sekota
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