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Abstract 
 
The archaeological-topographic research project in Port Louis (Mauritius) aimed to 

reconstruct the city’s construction phases using historical and archaeological GIS (Geographical 
Information System) tools. The goal was to analyze material forms and construction 
techniques—through stratigraphic analysis of standing structures and 3D reconstructions—to 
trace the urban development of the tropical city. 

 
Despite recent extensive urban transformations, Port Louis preserves a vast historical 

architectural heritage, dated from the 18th to the early 20th century. This heritage comprises a 
complex system of public and private buildings, many of which are still in use, with significant 
architectural and archaeological stratifications that have yet to undergo adequate conservation 
or valorization. 

 
The urban fabric holds immense historical and cultural importance, not only for Mauritius 

but also for the broader colonial geography of the Indian Ocean. Over three centuries, social, 
political, and military groups from Europe, Africa, and Southeast Asia inhabited and shaped the 
urban center, negotiating distinct material forms and constructions. This evolution provides 
critical insights into major historical and social phenomena, such as slavery, the indentured labor 
system, migrations, and colonial adaptation. 

 
Approximately 1,000 structures, including residential, public, and productive buildings, 

revealed untapped potential for understanding reciprocal cultural influences within this globally 
interconnected region. Port Louis’ study is essential for analyzing migration dynamics and urban 
transformations in modern globalized contexts. The archaeological approach facilitates an 
unbiased exploration of historical phenomena, avoiding distortions introduced by contemporary 
political agendas. The contributions of laborers (both enslaved and indentured), migrants, and 
colonizing elites reveal a complex palimpsest where Port Louis serves as a case study for 
analyzing contemporary multicultural societies. 

 

2019 Mission Timeline, Data, and Technical Specifications 

In 2019, two archaeological-topographic missions were carried out in Mauritius. The first, 
conducted from May 8 to May 22, focused on organizational tasks, including establishing 
necessary agreements and technical protocols for the research and scheduling dissemination 
activities on-site. The second mission, held from December 8 to December 22, involved all 
project participants. 

The initial mission aimed to establish partnerships and prepare the groundwork, while the 
second mission engaged a team of eight researchers (both Italian and Mauritian) to implement 
the research plan. During the archaeological survey, approximately 600 historical buildings (out 
of an estimated 800–900 structures) in Port Louis’ urban center were pre-catalogued, forming 
the basis for future research. Historical and modern cartographic data were collected, and 
activities were rationalized for efficiency. 
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A  s a m pl e  of 1 5 0  b uil di n gs ,  distri b ut e d  a cr oss  v ari o us  cit y  n ei g h b or h o o ds,  u n d er w e nt 
d et ail e d  ar c h a e ol o gi c al  d o c u m e nt ati o n.  O n e -f o urt h of  t h es e  b uil di n gs  w er e  s u bj e ct e d  t o 
p h ot o gr a m m etri c s ur v e ys a n d 3 D r e c o nstr u cti o ns. A s p e ci al f o c us w as pl a c e d o n t h e Ol d Milit ar y 
H os pit al  c o m pl e x ,  t h e  cit y’s  ol d est  str u ct ur e,  wit h  i nt e nsi v e  p h ot o gr a m m etri c  s ur v e ys, 
str ati gr a p hi c ar c hit e ct ur al a n al ysis, a n d s a m pli n g of bi n d ers a n d pl ast ers, as w ell as t h e st u d y of 
b uri e d ar c h a e ol o gi c al d e p osits.  

All  c oll e ct e d  d at a  ar e  b ei n g  i nt e gr at e d  i nt o  a GI S  pl atf or m  ( G e o gr a p hi c al  I nf or m ati o n 
S yst e m),  a n o p e n -s o ur c e  d at a  ar c hi vi n g  s yst e m  ( R es o ur c e S p a c e) ,  a n d  t h e  pr oj e ct’s  offi ci al 
w e bsit e w w w. p orl wi. or g .  

 

In stit uti o n al A gr e e m e nt s a n d L o c al St aff Tr ai ni n g  

D uri n g t h e missi o ns, bil at er al a gr e e m e nts w er e f or m ali z e d wit h t h e f oll o wi n g i nstit uti o ns .  

1)  N ati o n al  H erit a g e  F u n d  ( N H F) – Mi nistr y  of  Art  a n d  C ult ur e,  M a uriti us : T h e  p art n ers hi p 
f o c us e d  o n  d efi ni n g  pr ot o c ols  f or  d at a  e x c h a n g e,  cr e ati n g  s h ar e d  r e p osit ori es,  a n d 
or g a ni zi n g w or ks h o ps f or ar c hit e ct ur al a n d ar c h a e ol o gi c al s ur v e yi n g. T h es e w or ks h o ps ai m 
t o s u p p ort h erit a g e c o ns er v ati o n a n d ur b a n pr es er v ati o n eff orts. 

2)  A a pr a v asi  G h at  Tr ust  F u n d  ( A G T F),  W orl d  H erit a g e  Sit e :T his  c oll a b or ati o n  f o c us e d  o n 
st u d yi n g  t h e  m o n u m e nt al  c o m pl e x es  ar o u n d  t h e  I m mi gr ati o n  D e p ot  a n d  pr o vi di n g  j oi nt 
tr ai ni n g f or st aff fr o m C a’ F os c ari U ni v ersit y a n d t h e l o c al r es e ar c h t e a m o n hist ori c al GI S 
m et h o d ol o gi es.  

I n D e c e m b er 2 0 1 9, s o m e  j oi nt tr ai ni n g s essi o ns w er e c o n d u ct e d i n P ort L o uis. A d diti o n all y, 3 
m e eti n gs wit h t h e st aff of t h e Mi nistr y of Art a n d C ult ur e, M a uriti us  w er e h el d t o s h ar e pr oj e ct 
i d e as a n d o utli n e diss e mi n ati o n str at e gi es. 

T h e pr oj e ct t e a m als o h el d s e v er al dis c ussi o ns wit h t h e It ali a n C o ns ul at e i n M a uriti us, l e d b y 
C o ns ul Zi n n o, t o i nt e gr at e pr oj e ct a cti viti es i nt o t h e c o ns ul at e’s c ult ur al pr o gr a ms a n d pr o m ot e 
a w ar e n ess wit hi n M a uriti us’ i nt er n ati o n al c o m m u niti es. A d et ail e d i nt er vi e w wit h t h e l e a di n g 
l o c al  n e ws p a p er, L’ E x pr ess ,  pr o vi d e d  i niti al  p u bli c  o utr e a c h  a n d  hi g hli g ht e d  t h e  pr oj e ct’s 
a cti viti es . 

Ur b a n S ur v e y  

Gi v e n  t h e  l ar g e  n u m b er  of  hist ori c al  b uil di n gs  r e q uiri n g  st u d y,  t h e  ur b a n  s ur v e y  w as 
or g a ni z e d  as  a pil ot  pr oj e ct  t o  c oll e ct  si g nifi c a nt  d at a  o n  v ari o us  b uil di n g  t y p ol o gi es  a cr oss 
diff er e nt  cit y  ar e as.  T h e  pri m ar y  o bj e cti v e  w as  t o  t est  t h e  ti m e  a n d  r es o ur c es  n e e d e d  f or  a 
c o m pr e h e nsi v e  d at a  c oll e cti o n  pr o c ess.  T h e  s ur v e y  e m pl o y e d  v ari o us  d at a  c oll e cti o n  a n d 
st or a g e  m et h o ds  t o  d et er mi n e  t h e  m ost  effi ci e nt  a p pr o a c h  f or  t h e  cit y’s  u ni q u e  c o n diti o ns, 
i n cl u di n g  its  ur b a n  d y n a mi cs  a n d  tr affi c  p att er ns.  M a n y  b uil di n gs  c o ul d  o nl y  b e  st u di e d  f or 
li mit e d h o urs d u e t o a c c essi bilit y c h all e n g es. K e y a c c o m plis h m e nts i n cl u d e:  

•  D esi g ni n g  t h e b uil di n g  i n v e nt or y  s yst e m  a n d  d at a b as e  str u ct ur e  usi n g  Fil e M a k er.  T his 
t ail or e d  b uil di n g  i n v e nt or y  i n cl u d es  a c o m pl et e,  y et  c o n cis e  d at as et  d esi g n e d  f or  GI S 
i nt e gr ati o n a n d o nli n e p u bli c ati o n. 

•  C o m pili n g 1 5 0 d et ail e d b uil di n g r e c or ds  s p a n ni n g di v ers e t y p ol o gi es.  

•  C o n d u cti n g t o p o gr a p hi c  s ur v e ys ( p h ot o gr a m m etri c)  usi n g  l o w-c ost,  hi g h -effi ci e n c y 
t e c h n ol o gi es, s u c h as A gis oft M et as h a p e  a n d R e alit y C a pt ur e  f or 3 D m o d eli n g. 

•  Str u ct uri n g t h e ur b a n GI S t o r e c or d b ot h pr e cis e p oi nt d at a ( c o or di n at es) a n d ar e a d at a 
( b o u n d ari es of pr es er v e d hist ori c al b uil di n gs). 

http://www.porlwi.org/


	

 

A r c h a e ol o gi c al A n al y si s of Str u ct ur e s a n d B uil di n g T y p ol o gi e s  

Str ati gr a p hi c  a n al ys es  w er e  c o n d u ct e d  o n  a  r e pr es e nt ati v e  s a m pl e  of  t h e  f oll o wi n g 
b uil di n g t y p es:  

•  P u bli c/ milit ar y b uil di n gs  c o nstr u ct e d wit h l ar g e, s q u ar e d st o n es a n d c or al li m e, d ati n g t o t h e 
Fr e n c h c ol o ni al p eri o d , 

•  P u bli c/ milit ar y  b uil di n gs  b uilt  wit h  s m all,  r o u g hl y  dr ess e d  st o n es,  c or al  li m e,  a n d  pl ast er, 
fr o m t h e Britis h c ol o ni al p eri o d, 

•  C o m m er ci al b uil di n gs ( “s h o p or st or a g e u nits ”)  m a d e of st o n e, l o c at e d i n t h e p ort ar e a a n d 
d ati n g t o t h e 1 8t h c e nt ur y , 

•  Mi x e d -us e c o m m er ci al/i n d ustri al b uil di n gs  fr o m t h e 1 8t h a n d 1 9t h c e nt uri es, i n c or p or ati n g 
Cr e ol e ar c hit e ct ur al el e m e nts i n w o o d , 

•  R esi d e nti al b uil di n gs  wit h c orr u g at e d ir o n r o ofs, l o c at e d i n t h e f or m er C a m p d e L as c ars a n d 
C a m p d e N oirs , 

•  C ol o ni al c h ur c h es , 

•  Milit ar y str u ct ur es . 

T h e pr eli mi n ar y a n al ysis d e m o nstr at e d t h e f e asi bilit y of usi n g ar c h a e ol o gi c al m et h o ds 
t o est a blis h c hr o n ol o gi es a n d c o nstr u cti o n t y p ol o gi es, e v e n f or b uil di n gs wit h u n d o c u m e nt e d 
ori gi ns. It als o r e v e al e d t h e e xist e n c e of a u ni q u e l o c al ar c hit e ct ur al t e c h ni q u e r o ot e d i n isl a n d -
s p e cifi c a d a pt ati o ns, i nfl u e n c e d b y t h e c o m m er ci al pr a cti c es of t h e Fr e n c h a n d Britis h E ast I n di a 
C o m p a ni es, r at h er t h a n dir e ctl y i m p orti n g E ur o p e a n st yl es, as pr e vi o usl y ass u m e d  

Ol d Milit ar y H o s pit al C o m pl e x  

S p e ci al att e nti o n w as gi v e n t o t h e m o n u m e nt al Ol d Milit ar y H os pit al , o n e of t h e e arli est 
p u bli c b uil di n gs of t h e Fr e n c h c ol o n y ( 1 7 4 0). D es pit e s u bs e q u e nt tr a nsf or m ati o ns, m u c h of t h e 
ori gi n al  str u ct ur e  r e m ai ns  i nt a ct.  Str ati gr a p hi c  ar c hit e ct ur al  a n al ysis  a n d  p h ot o gr a m m etri c 
s ur v e ys  r e v e al e d  e v ol uti o n ar y  p h as es,  disti n g uis hi n g  ori gi n al  c o m p o n e nts  a n d  i d e ntif yi n g 
pr e vi o usl y u n k n o w n c o nstr u cti o n t e c h ni q u es.  

T h e  ori gi n al  s e cti o ns  of  t h e  b uil di n g  w er e  e ntir el y  c o nstr u ct e d  fr o m c or al  st o n e , 
e xtr a ct e d fr o m t h e lit hifi e d c or al r e efs of P ort L o uis h ar b or. T his r ar e c o nstr u cti o n t e c h ni q u e 
r e pr es e nts a si g nifi c a nt t e c h n ol o gi c al a d a pt ati o n a n d is u ni q u e w orl d wi d e.  

H i st ori c al GI S, A n ci e nt C art o gr a p h y, a n d Ar c hi v al D o c u m e nt s 

A p pr o xi m at el y 7 0  hi st ori c al  m a p s  w er e  c oll e ct e d  a n d  us e d  as  t h e  f o u n d ati o n  f or  a 
hist ori c al GI S of P ort L o uis’ ur b a n d e v el o p m e nt. T h es e m a ps w er e g e or ef er e n c e d a n d di giti z e d. 
T h e  t o p o gr a p hi c  d at a  of  v ari o us  hist ori c al  b uil di n gs  will  b e  i nt e gr at e d  i nt o  t his  g e o gr a p hi c 
d at a b as e.  

Pr eli mi n ar y Hi st ori c al -Ar c h a e ol o gi c al S y nt h e si s: P ort L o ui s a s a C ol o ni al H u b  

T h e ur b a n c e nt er of P ort L o uis, a n al y z e d t hr o u g h t h e c o m pl e x str ati gr a p h y of its hist ori c al 
b uil di n gs, pr o vi d es a fr a m e w or k f or u n d erst a n di n g its m at eri al a d a pt ati o ns a n d u ni q u e t e c h ni c al 
a n d  ur b a nisti c  d e v el o p m e nts.  T h e  cit y  e m er g es  as  a  c ol o ni al  h u b  c h ar a ct eri z e d  b y  “l o c al 
c os m o p olit a nis m, ”  w h er e  di v ers e  c ult ur al  gr o u ps  wit h  diff eri n g  c o nstr u cti o n  a n d  h a bit ati o n 
tr a diti o ns i nt er a ct e d i n a c o nstr ai n e d, isl a n d-li k e e n vir o n m e nt. 

 



T h e  cit y’s  ur b a n  f a bri c  r efl e cts  a cr e oli z ati o n  pr o c ess ,  w h er e  s e gr e g at e d  c ol o ni al  s p a c es 
( e. g., milit ar y z o n es, e nsl a v e d p e o pl es’ q u art ers, et h ni c all y d efi n e d ar e as) w er e c h all e n g e d b y 
t h e fl ui d r e aliti es of a n o p e n a n d d y n a mi c p ort cit y. P ort L o uis r e v e als a pr o c ess of m étiss a g e , or 
bl e n di n g, e vi d e nt i n ar c hit e ct ur al f or ms s h a p e d b y c o m p eti n g c ol o ni al a n d l o c al a g e n d as.  

E v e n t h e p o or est str u ct ur es, s u c h as c orr u g at e d ir o n h o us es i n t h e f or m er C a m p d e N oirs, 
dis pl a y  d e c or ati v e  el e m e nts  i nfl u e n c e d  b y  Fr e n c h  c ol o ni al  elit es,  w hi c h  i n  t ur n  i n c or p or at e d 
Britis h -I n di a n st yl es. T h e p ort’s ar c hit e ct ur e mirr ors t h e c ult ur al a n d m at eri al d y n a mi cs of t h e 
I n di a n O c e a n i n t h e 1 8t h c e nt ur y, wit h s p a c es n e g oti at e d b y s ail ors, tr a v el ers, a n d mi gr a nts w h o 
s h ar e d a n d r e d efi n e d a c o nfi n e d ur b a n e n vir o n m e nt.  
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