






Thousands of these types of images 
reside within the Italian colonial  
archive. They are documents that  
bear witness to the radical trans- 
formation of the North African and  
Northeast African landscapes  
and environments due to the exten- 
sive modernization of these 
nations. The images depict the 
technological sublime — the  
infrastructural projects, demarca- 
tions of space, and cartographic 
endeavors with which the ‘modern  
subject’ and the nation-states  
of Italy’s colonial empire were con- 
structed. The emphasis here  
is both on the formation of the 
Indigenous African subjects  
as colonial subjects and that of 
Italians as colonizers in the  
same project.

On this series, the artist states: 

Previous spread, above: A Constant 
Re-telling of the Future in the  
Past (Part 1), 2021–2023; below: A 
Constant Re-telling of the Future  
in the Past (Part 3), 2021–2023

A Constant Re-telling of the Future in the Past, 
2021–2023 

Continuing to probe the role of photography in the 
advancement of colonialism, Petros’s large scale 
works titled A Constant Re-telling of the Future  
in the Past (2021–2023) features a grid of images 
found in archives and made between 1890 and 
1937. The images were all made by Italians during 
their time occupying Eritrea, Ethiopia, Somalia, and 
Libya. The images depict the construction of the  
capital city of Asmara juxtaposed with images 
depicting the construction of the 1933 Chicago 
World's Fair. 

Collectively, the sequenced images appear as film 
stills that connect moments between geographies 
of East Africa, Italy, and North America to highlight 
how photographs shape our understanding of 
global histories, while the black sections serve as 
a visual reminder for perspectives not represented 
photographically.

3. The 1933 World’s Fair 
Exhibition highlight



3. The 1933 World’s Fair 
Questions for looking and discussion

What can we learn from images 
like these that were made with  
a “colonial camera,” and showing 
a limited view of a moment in 
history? In your opinion, should 
these types of images continue  
to circulate, or would it be better 
to keep them from view?

 						             

						             

						             

						             

						              

Notice how Petros has sequenced 
the photographs and where 
he has created pauses in the 
sequencing with black bars. 
What story do the images tell  
when they are side by side 
that they perhaps cannot tell 
individually?

						             

						             

						             

						             

						              



Italo Balbo 

Italo Balbo [6 June 1896–28 June 1940]  
was a fascist political organizer and later world- 
famous aviator who played a major part in 
Mussolini’s rise to power and fascist Italy’s 
presence on the world’s stage afterwards.  
As a teenager, Balbo supported Italian entry 
into World War I and enlisted to relative  
success. Post-war, he became involved in local  
politics and was heavily active in the bur- 
geoning National Fascist Party by 1921. Balbo  
rose through the ranks as an effective 

“blackshirts” or squadistri organizer. These 
paramilitary gangs, similar to the Nazi 
Sturmabteilung (SA), would antagonize and 
attack Party opposition, provide security  
for Party events, and break “socialist” strikes 
for local businesses.” As one of the four 
quadrumviri, principal leaders of the Fascist 
Party under Mussolini, Balbo helped orga- 
nize and lead the March on Rome, a successful 
attempt to intimidate the Italian monarchy 
into transferring power to Mussolini under threat  
of civil war. Balbo was viewed as the most 
likely successor to Mussolini.

While helping lead the fascist state, Balbo 
became enamored with flight as a cutting-edge 
and powerful technology. He first overhauled 
and modernized the Italian Air Force, then led a 
series of air expeditions culminating in his  
flight to Chicago that brought international atten- 
tion and admiration to himself and the Italian 
Fascist state. To a roaring audience of Italian 
Americans at Madison Square Garden in  
1933, Balbo said, “Be proud that you are Italians. 
Mussolini has ended the era of humiliations.”

Above, from left: Emilio De Bono, 
Benito Mussolini, Italo Balbo, and 
Cesare Maria De Vecchi in  
Naples preceding the March on Rome. 
Though pictured here, Mussolini 
would not participate in the March 
due to the risks associated  
with a coup d'etat. Public domain.

4. Glossary of terms, events,  
and people



Italian Futurism

A social and artistic movement originating in 
Italy during the early 20th century in response to  
the Industrial Revolution of the prior century. 
Slow to follow its neighbors, Italy and Italian 
culture were seen by the Futurists as lagging 
behind a fast-modernizing Western society. The 
Futurists exalted energy, audacity, innovation, 
and industry, believing their movement would 
revive an Italian reputation that had become 
stale and rooted in the past. In the 1908 docu-
ment, “Foundation and Manifesto of Futurism,” 
Filippo Tommaso Marinetti  wrote: “for we will 
free Italy from her numberless museums  
which cover her with countless cemeteries.”

However, unlike other Modernist “progress” 
movements of this time, the Futurists encour-
aged and idolized violence as part of progress. 
Instead of seeing modernity as a path beyond 
violence, Futurists conceptualized violence 
as the “beautiful” mechanisms of speed and 
technology, by which change is made. 

Fascism

The political belief that the nation and a 
correlating race of people in that nation is 
superior to all other nations.

Imperialism

The political belief of using military force to 
increase a country’s power over another coun-
try. See the usage note under “colonialism” 
for more details.

Benito Mussolini

Benito Mussolini was the  Prime Minister of 
fascist Italy and self-styled Duce (from Latin dux,  

“leader”) of the fascist party from 1922 until his  
execution by Italian partisans in 1945. Mussolini 
spent much of his early life as a journalist and 
organizer for the Italian Socialist Party. In 1914, 
he was kicked out of the party for advocating 
entrance into World War I. He later served in the  
conflict, initiating a political shift his views on 
abandoning class conflict for nationalist revolution  
as the force by which he would create change. He  
espoused ideals of obedience, discipline, collec- 
tive dedication to Italian identity, and a return  
to the glory and greatness of the Roman Empire.

Colonialism

The government practice of imposing and main- 
taining political, economic, and or military control 
over a foreign land or people. Merriam-Webster 
dictionary provides an important usage note 
about the distinction between colonialism and  
imperialism: “In contexts dealing with the dom- 
ination of a people or area by a foreign power, 
colonialism and imperialism are often used 
together with no real distinction in meaning. Used  
separately, however, each of these words can  
take on a slightly different emphasis. Colonialism 
comes from colony and tends to be applied  
in contexts addressing the effects that colonial-
ism has on the lives of those living in colonies. 
Imperialism is closely related to empire and 
therefore tends to place more emphasis  
on the ruling power and its intent to expand its 
dominion, as well as on the expanded empire 
itself, with its distinct parts subsumed under the  
banner of the dominating force.”



Repatriation

The political process of returning something to its  
origin or most approximate representative of  
its original lineage. The term can refer to objects 
and wealth removed illegally or under duress,  
to people displaced by catastrophe, or even to 
human remains from current or past conflict. 

Roman Empire

The Roman Empire, initially the Roman Republic, 
was a Mediterranean polity traditionally dated 
from 509 BCE to 476 CE. Starting as a city-state  
on the Italian peninsula, Rome grew to repre- 
sent the largest European state by both territorial 
extent and population until the 19th century 
colonial period. At its height, Roman borders 
stretched from the British Isles and the river 
Rhine to North Africa and Mesopotamia. The 
Roman cultural sphere paired with the Ancient 
Greek Archaic, Classical, and Hellenistic periods 
form the classical tradition, which is frequently 
seen as Western culture. 

Benito Mussolini, on the wall of the Italian Pavilion 
at the 1933 World’s Fair: 

To leave out the pages of Roman history would be  
a terrible mutilation of universal history and would 
render the greatest part of the contemporary 
world incomprehensible. Rome is a source of life 
without which it would not be worthwhile to live. 

 “Scramble for Africa” 

From 1833 until 1914, only Liberia and Ethiopia 
remained independent African countries, while  
the remaining 90 percent of the African continent  
was under European rule. Fourteen European 
countries and the United States met during the 
Berlin Conference of 1884–1885 to prevent 
warring over African countries. The colonizers 
each divided how they would pillage resources 
like gold, silver, rubber, palm oil, and later, cotton. 
Most of Africa was decolonized from the mid-
1950s through the 1970s during the Cold War, 
but the presence of colonialism lingers.

Right: courtesy Istituto Geografico 
Militare, Firenze – http://www.edmaps. 
com/html/italy.html, Public Domain, 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/
index.php?curid=50729895 
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5. Extended resources



Archives

1933 Century of Progress 
Archives at the University  
of Illinois Chicago, https:// 
collections.carli.illinois. 
edu/digital/collection/uic_cop/ 
search

The Chicago History Museum 
Image Archives of the 1893  
and 1933 World’s Fairs, https://
images.chicagohistory.org/
search/?searchQuery=century+ 
of+progress 

A Century of Progress Exposition: 
Official Book of Views, https://
digitalcommons.colum.edu/cgi/
viewcontent.cgi?article=1004 
&context=rarebooks 

Video

A Roman Column in Chicago: 
An Intertwined History of a 
Conglomerate Monument by Onur 
Öztürk, Assistant Professor  
of Art History in the Art and Art 
History Department at  
Columbia College Chicago, https: 
//youtu.be/sD9bqsDzMLo

Hall, Stuart, David Held, Don 
Hubert, and Kenneth Thompson, 
eds. Modernity: An Introduction 
to Modern Societies. Oxford: 
Blackwell Publishers, Ltd., 1996.

Hanna, David. Broken Icarus: The 
1933 Chicago World's Fair, The 
Golden Age of Aviation and the rise 
of Fascism. 2022. 
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of Progress Exposition. Chicago: A 
Century of Progress, 1934.
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Rome: Editori Riuniti, 1999.

Rydell, Robert W., World of 
Fairs, The Century-of-Progress 
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Rydell, Robert W., All the  
World's a Fair: Visions of Empire 
at American International 
Expositions, 1876–1916. Chicago, 
University of Chicago Press, 
1987.

Santarelli, Enzo, Giorgio Rochat, 
Romain Rainero, and Luigi Goglia, 
Omar al-Mukhtar: The Italian 
Reconquest of Libya. Trans. John 
Gilbert. London: Darf Publishers, 
Ltd., 1986. 

Segrè, Claudio, Italo Balbo: A 
Fascist Life. Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 1987.

Schrenk, Lisa D., Building a  
Century of Progress: The 
Architecture of Chicago’s 1933– 
34 World’s Fair. 2007. 

Wrong, Michela. I Didn't Do It  
for You: How the World Betrayed a 
Small African Nation, 2006.

 
Books, fiction

Addonia, Sulaiman, The Seers. 
2023. 

Mengiste, Maaza, Addis Ababa 
Noir. 2020. 

Mengiste, Maaza, The Shadow 
King. 2019.

Mengiste, Maaza, Beneath the 
Lion’s Gate. 2010.
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Visual Arts Standards 

VA:Re7.2 Perceive and analyze artistic work. 
Visual imagery influences understanding of, 
and responses to, the world. 

VA:Re8 Construct meaningful interpretations 
of artistic work. People gain insights into 
meanings of artworks by engaging in the pro-
cess of art criticism. 

VA:Re9 Apply criteria to evaluate artistic 
work. People evaluate art based on various 
criteria. 

VA:Cn11 Relate artistic ideas and works 
with social, cultural, and historical context to 
deepen understanding. People develop  
ideas and understandings of society, culture, 
and history through their interactions with 
and analysis of art.

Media Arts Standards

MA:Re7.1 Anchor Standard 7: Perceive and 
analyze artistic work. Media artworks can be 
appreciated and interpreted through ana- 
lyzing their components. 

MA:Re8.1 Anchor Standard 8: Construct 
meaningful interpretations of artistic work. 
Interpretation and appreciation require 
engagement with the content, form, and con-
text of media artworks. 

MA:Re9.1 Anchor Standard 9: Apply criteria to  
evaluate artistic work. Skillful evaluation  
and critique are critical components of expe-
riencing, appreciating, and producing media 
artworks.

Social Sciences Standards

SS.CV.1 Distinguish the rights, roles, powers, 
and responsibilities of individuals and institu-
tions in the political system.

SS.CV.3.5 Compare the origins, functions,  
and structure of different systems of 
government.

SS.CV.6 Describe how political parties, the 
media, and public interest groups both influence  
and reflect social and political interests.

SS.H.8 Analyze key historical events and 
contributions of individuals through a variety of 
perspectives, including those of historically 
under-represented groups.

SS.H.11 Analyze multiple and complex causes 
and effects of events in the past.

6. Illinois Learning Standards 
addressed in this guide



MoCP is supported by Columbia 
College Chicago, MoCP Advisory 
Board, the Museum Council, in- 
dividuals, and private and corporate 
foundations. The 2024–2025 
exhibition season is sponsored 
in part by the Comer Family 
Foundation, Efroymson Family 
Fund, Henry Nias Foundation, 
Phillip and Edith Leonian Foundation, 
and Pritzker Traubert Foundation. 
This project is partially supported 
by the Illinois Arts Council, a  
state agency, and a CityArts grant  
from the City of Chicago De- 
partment of Cultural Affairs and 
Special Events.

Dawit L. Petros: Prospetto a Mare  
is part of Art Design Chicago, a city- 
wide collaboration initiated by  
the Terra Foundation for American 
Art that highlights the city’s artis- 
tic heritage and creative communi- 
ties. Dawit L. Petros: Prospetto a 
Mare is funded by the Terra Foun-
dation for American Art.

The Art Galley of Guelph and  
The Andy Warhol Foundation for the 
Visual Arts are also primary sup-
porters of Dawit L. Petros: Prospetto 
A Mare.




