
CHAPTER II 

FOUR CITIES OF MEXICO 

What we wished to investigate in this study were the perceptions 
and "conceptions" of several Mexican cities held by their inhabitants; 
as indicated in Chapter I, we have termed the total of these perceptions 
and conceptions the "image." These cities differ markedly in physical 
form; as is unavoidable, they differ also in such relevant characteristics 
as population, location within the Republic, etc. The results we have 
obtained, due in part to differences in form, must be qualified in terms 
of these other variables. 

The following is a brief description of the characteristics of each 
city considered most relevant to the present study. No attempt will be 
made to provide a com?lete or comprehensive description; the reader wishing 
such information is referred to the references in Appendi&V. 

Duebla is an extremely "regular" city; located in a valley on 
fairly flat terrain, its streets are laid out quite strictly in the grid
iron pattern imposed by the code of philip II. Of the cities considered 
here, only Puebla is more characteristically Spanish Colonial than San 
Cristobal Las Casas: the street morphology of the latter adheres to the 
gridiron pattern. Guanajuato, situated in a deep ravine cut by a river, 
is quite the opposite of Puebla and San Cristobal; its streets are extreme
ly irregular. Mexico, like puebla, is located on fairly flat terrain; its 
street patterns tend to be locally gridiron, but the direction of the grid 
changes from one colonia to another; it thus exhibits both regularities 
and irregularities which tend to make it, in general form, a "compromise" 
between the extremes represented by the other two cities. The charac
teristics of the various urban forms( their causes and implications, will 
be further elaborated in the sections describing the individual cities. 

Mexico City 

What is now the old "Center" of Mexico City began as the Aztec 
city of Tenochitlan located somewhat to the west of the center of Lake 
Texcoco. In the time of the Jl.ztecs, the lake was ringed by towns which 
served as ports for the water-borne commerce that was carried on at the 
time. After capturing Tenochitlan, which previously had been connected 
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Figures One - Four not included in this report 
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with the mainland only by causeways, the Spaniards proceeded to expand 
the city over the surface of the lake. Part of the lake was drained 
through tunnels in the 17th century and most of the remainder in the 
1930's. Dur ing t he present century, the expansion of t he city has met, 
and in many cases gone beyond, t he old port towns; thus, vis-a-vi s age, 
the city is old at its Center, less and less old as it expands toward 
the outskirts, old again at what were t he outlying port towns, and even 
newer beyond t han in the intermediate regions. An old- new-old- new pat
tern is Shown in some cities of the united States as well, but to a lesser 
degree . In the latter, "satellite" towns grew up around major centers of 
population, which in many cases had been established hundreds of years 
before, and were linked to these centers even later by "linear sprawl" 
along the ma jor lines of communication - rail and highway . 

Mexico is a comparatively low-density city, with only a few fairly 
tall buildings - it combines the strong center typical of cities such as 
New York with the "sprawl" typical of other cities, such as Los Angeles . 
Wi th some exceptions, the density is highest at the center and decreases 
as one progresses toward the outskirts. The spread of population along 
highways leading to Queretaro in the North, Cuernavaca in the south, Toluca 
in the West, and Puebla in the East will eventually make of the Federal 
District and its environs a megapolis, but progress in this direction will 
be considerably retarded by the mountains which ring the entire Valley of 
Mexico . 

Most of t he expansion of Mexico City has occurred during the present 
century . Certain characteristics of this expansion, however, were strongly 
influenced by French designers, in particular by the Baron Von Hausmann. In 
this manner, a radial street pattern was imposed upon the original grid; it 
is apparent that the expansion of the radial pattern influenced the develop
ment of later grids in more recently developed areas. The radial pattern 
changes direction as do the grids: the net result is a physical map very 
difficult to grasp in its totality. It resembles Washington, D. c., in 
the sense that both display a radial pattern superimposed upon a grid (or 
vice- versa ) : but, while Washington is a simple grid upon a simple radial 
pattern , Mexico City's street pattern is complex in both respects. 

Where several radial avenues intersected, the French engineers and 
des i gners constructed traffic circles throughout the Republic, which varied 
in size , and were called glorietas. On many of these glorietas monumental 
statues or fountains were constructed, making them visible from considerable 
distances. Many of these glorietas, particularly those contain ing monumental 
constructions, acquired or were given distinctive names of t heir own . Some 
have several names, usually two: the "official II name and the "popular II name. 

Like cities of t he united States, Mexico is now divided i nto postal 
zones. But a more important division into areas or colonias antedates the 
postal system (each street sign, posted on the corner of a building, con
tains the postal zone number of the area ) . One postal zone generally con
tains several colonias. These colonias are still used interchangeably with, 
and often in place of, the formal postal zone numbers. The colonia is in 
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most cases not identical with the idea of "neighborhood," since most are 
much larger in size than neighborhoods. But there are physical elements 
of the environment which might tend to reinforce the colonia "concept." 
The formation of new colonias during the past 100 years appears to relate 
to the complex street pattern referred to earlier. While it is by no 
means always the case, the gridiron pattern tends to be preserved within 
all but the most recently constructed colonias. The "official" boundaries 
are the wide radial avenues; while the streets often cross these, they 
tend to change either direction or name or both on the other side of the 
avenue crossed. Further, within a colonia, the street names often tend 
to conform to a central "theme"; this theme is occasionally reflected in 
the name of the colonia. The streets in Colonia Doctores, for example, 
are all named for prominent doctors in history. 

The "power" of the colonia is further reflected in the way direc
tions to a distant point are most often given by inhabitants of the city 
of Mexico. l They tell the questioner first which colonia to go to, assum
ing that he knows in which part of the city the colonia is located, then, 
using a major landmark within the colonia as an orientation point, describe 
to which location within the colonia he is to proceed. Compass directions 
appear to be used with comparative rarity, but hand gestures with great 
frequency. 

Transportation lines in Mexico follow devious but generally radial 
routes, reflecting the strong historical pull of El Centro. While con
siderable commercial and insustrial activity has occurred in recent years 
in the predominantly residential 'periphery of the city, it is still vir
tually impossible to get from one point on the periphery to another by 
public transportation without passing through El Centro or making a large 
number of difficult connections. In general, it can be said that Mexico's 
surface public transportation system is one of the most extensive, one 
of the most inexpensiv~ and one of the slowest in the world. Hundreds 
of private bus lines provide frequent service but choke the streets. 
The recently completed Metro should go far toward alleviating this prob
lem, but future additions to the line will undoubtedly be necessary. 

The growth of the transportation systems has generally followed 
the growth of the city, but both appear to lack anything even approximating 
a master plan. Transportation routes, and bus lines in particular, which 
may originate far beyond the city's limits, grow increasingly complicated 
and tortuous as they approaoh the city's center along the major radial 
boulevards; the routes of two competing bus lines may differ only by a few 
turns at the end of the line. These routes are so numerous that maps at
tempting to depict them can do little but show their density along various 
streets; on a map of any reasonable scale, it would be impossible to de
termine the route of any given line. Instead, a thick pocket volume called 
the Guia Roji provides information to the tourist and to the person seeking 
to travel unaccustomed paths, listing which busses service a given street. 
It is possible to match the sequential descriptions of a given route with 
sectional street maps and a general map included in an appendix to this 
guide. 
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The above is of importance because the majority of Mexico's in
habitants have never had the experience of driving a private automobile. 
Thus, the information QPon which their images of areas-larger than their 
immediate colonia is based depends in part upon the characteristics of 
the public transportation system; its relation to the urban fabric; and 
guides, both verbal and written, to its use. 

Architecturally, the Aztec propensity for "monument building" seems 
reflected in the scale of many modern buildings and projects - University 
City is a notable example. such public housing developments as unidad 
Independencia and the Nonoalco- Tlalteloco complex, and office buildings 
such as the widely-separated Torre Iatino-.1\mericana and the Banco Hipote
cario provide examples of impressive high-rise, high density deve lopments. 
But, apart from ~! ~entro and its relatively dense immediate environs, the 
remainder of the comparatively low density city tends to "sprawl, 'I espe
cially in the upper-middle class suburbs with their developing "commer
cial islands," the more recent of the latter taking the form of shopping 
centers. 

The populations of these upper-middle class suburban areas, largest 
to the W3St and south of the city, appear relatively homogeneous on the 
socia-economic scale. But these areas are interlaced with iiemptyii lots 
and barrancas, in which are often found the lower socio-economic strata, 
often recent immigrants from the campo. Colonias closer to EI Centro 
are more overtly mixed, with the lower- and upper- middle class frequently 
juxtaposed. 2 Strong ghetto formation has not been characteristic of Mex
ico. Moreover, it has traditionally been a city of mixed land uses; in 
almost all areas constructed prior to the Second World War, commercial 
enterprises and residences exist side-by-side (or one over the other). 

with respect to the Republic as a whole - a large country in 
terms of its geographical area - the capital is an example of heavy pop
ulation centralization. The eight million people within the Distrito 
Federal represent 20% of the Republic's total population and over six times 
the population of the next largest metropolitan area; within 150 kilo
meters of the Capital live nearly 50% of the Nation's people. The national 
rate of population growth, currently in excess of 3%, is only half the 
rate of growth of the Capital, into which hundreds of people migrate daily 
from the campo. Whether the classic Latin American migration pattern -
from campo to-city periphery and thence to the city center - has shifted 
to a campo-center-periphery pattern, or to something else, has not been 
determined for Mexico, and the data of the present study include too few 
recent immigrants to provide anything approaching a definitive answer. 

Puebla 

Puebla is younger than Mexico, having been established by the 
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Spaniards in 15 31. It is regarded by many as being the most characteris
tically Spanish city of the Republic, both in its rigid adherance to the 
code of Philip II regarding the gridiron pattern of urban design, and in 
its architecture. The latter, largely colonial, was augmented during the 
last century by French and eclectic Porfirista influences. 

The street pattern in all of the central area, as mentioned ear lier, 
is a rigid gridiron. The grid is not strictly oriented according to compass 
coordinates; thus "North" applied to a street is a "local" compass direction; 
it is in fact Northeast. The ordered effect of the gridiron is reinforced 
by the ordered street nomenclature, unusual in Mexican cities which are 
disposed to use names rather than numbers in street designation. All 
streets running (locally) east and west are called avenues; all running 
north and south are called streets; even-numbered avenues occupy the nor
thern section of the city; odd-numbered avenues the s~uthern part. Sim
ilarly, even-numbered streets are to the east, odd-numbered streets to the 
west. Streets and avenues are numbered consecutively from the Z6calo; 
an avenue number is followed by an indication of whether it is in the 
eastern or western half of the city, street number by an indication of north 
or south. 3 

External geographical referents are more available to the direc
tion-giver in Puebla than they are in Mexico. The twin volcanoes Popoca
tepetl and Ixtaccihuatl are visible clearly to the West a much larger 
proportion of the time in relatively smog- free , Puebla than in Mexico, 
lying beneath their opposite slope. The data'we have do not indicate to 
what extent these referents are actually utilized, however, in geographi
cal orientation; intuitively, it wourd seem that the system of street names 
previously described would make such external referents redundant in all 
but outlying areas. 

Some persons in other parts of the Republic regard Puebla as an 
old city of old families and old values. While its economic autonomy is 
considerable, commercial expansion has been slow until recent years, and 
quite a number of people still commute 2 hours daily each way, by bus, 
to the Capital. At present, an extensive industrial park, is being built 
on the periphery of the city, where new residential developments, not all 
of which follow the old gridiron pattern and direction, are springing up. 
Thus, the winds of change appear to be blowing. 

The division and distribution of the population (less than 1/10 
that of the Capital ) is similar to that of Mexico, with different Indian 
groups contributing to the racial mixture. Puebla, is, if anything, even 
more strongly centralized than Mexico; the "mixed uses" pattern that per
vades most of the Capital is less evident in Puebla. The city is expanding 
(at only a little more than half the present rate of the capital) in a 
vaguely concentric fashion; efforts have recently been initiated toward 
the formulation of a Master Plan. 

The many facets and contradictions in Puebla have been well sum
marized by M. Gomez Mayorga: 
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Guanajuato 

Puebla is a highly conservative town, very proud of 
her past and her monuments and traditions. There 
are virtually no slums, the town is clean and shows 
much more ... architectural and urban unity and dignity 
than the capital. population is (almost 100%) Roman 
Catholic .•• but ... (the) regional Catholicism is a very 
provincial one which impose s rigid behavior patterns 
(upon) the population, thus causing ... serious symptoms 
of maladjustment of the younger generations to tradi
tional ways of life, aggravated by Mexico City's 
attracting - and disintegrating - force. Puebla is 
not willing at all to recognize being a satellite town 
to Mexico City, being herself the head of an important 
region, but plain common sense shows that this town 
could not possibly av;oid orbiting around the capital 
city, while contributing to a very important extent to 
consolidate the High p lateau urban structure as well 
as the Main Mexican Interci-ty. 4 

Guanajuato, founded 17 years after puebla, once boasted a popu
lation of over 100,000 inhabitants. A silver-mining center, the popu
lation began to dwindle after the mine s gave out and was reduced to less 
than 10,000 during the early part of the present century. It now has 
about 35,000 permanent residents strung out along the length of a deep 
ravine cut by a river. The mountainsides completely surrounding the town 
are reputed to have once been covered by forest, but the removal of this 
cover has left the hills relatively bare. 

If Puebla is the exemplar of King Philip's code, Guanajuato is 
its antithesis. There are a few rectangular street intersections in 
the town, but these are probably accidental. The streets are so crooked 
and their pattern so irregular that mapping the city posed an insurmoun
table problem to geographers before the era of aerial photography. In 
fact, for the purposes or orientation, a literal plan is fairly useless; 
the ones presented in tourist guides are usually highly schematic, so 
distorted so as to indicate only g eneral direction and major reference 
points. External referents are numerous dnd potentially useful; many of 
the surrounding hills are uniquely shaped, or contain monuments or other 
man-made distinguishing features. Since one must go "up' or "down " to get 
almost anywhere in Guanajuato, these terms are employed much more in direc~ 
tion-giving here than in the other two cities of this study. 

The street nomenclature is of little assistance. The streets 
which have names may change these names every block or so, and many houses 
have two, or even three numbers (earlier numbers are pre5erved for sen
timental or historical reasons). The small size of the city makes this 
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a manageable system, since the residents are often more likely to know 
the name of another resident and his general location than they are to 
know his house number. 

The social center of Guanajuato, the Jardin d e La Union, i s also 
the public transportation center; busses to all points of the city and to 
satellite "ghost towns" on the periphery (pres-ently in the process of recon
struction) arrive and leave from this location. Auto traffic, normally fair
ly sparse, often finds itself bottlenecked during recent inrushes of motor
ing summertime tourists in the extremely narrow streets. The Calle Sub
terranea Miguel Hidalgo, opened in 1965, provides an "underground freeway" 
for inbound traffic along the lines of an old riverbed, but outbound traf
fic is still forced to use local streets at surface level. 

Part of the rebirth of the city is due to the expansion of its 
State University, part to the burgeoning tourist trade, and part to the 
reopening of the mines. The population may be divided into at least four 
groups whose views of what is best for the city are not always in agreement: 
(1) the permanent townspeople engaged in trade or business; (2) the miners, 

many of whom still are essentially unemployed; (3) the University faculty 
and students; and (4) transient artists and tourists. with each of these 
groups, divisions along socio-economic lines may be made; clearly, however, 
the ranges are different. There is a fifth interest to be considered: 
that of the government, which is concerned about the redevelopment of the 
"ghost" mining towns surrounding Guanajuato, and which must satisfy miners 
(who must be subsidized) and tourists (who bring revenue) alike, and recon
cile their interests with the interests of the other inhabitants. 

San Cristobal las Casas 

Of the four cities considered here, only Mexico City is older than 
San Cristobal. San Cristobal was founded by the Spaniards and their Aztec 
and Tlaxcallan allies in 1528. It was the major center of Spanish culture 
south of the Isthmus of Tehuantepec and north of Guatemala until the first 
part of this century when economic and political control passed to Tuxtla 
Gutierrez. 

While the street morphology adheres to the code of Philip II, there 
are deviations from a strict gridiron. Certain homes are characterized by 
rather large blocks and others by very small blocks, although most of the 
blocks in the city are of the same size. The street nomenclature reinforces 
what deviations there are in the pattern, the street names being consistent 
within barrios_ rather than throughout the city. Thus the barrio character
ized by small blocks has its streets named after towns in the state of 
Chiapas, while the barrio of large blocks has streets named after South 
American countries. Thus the street nomenclature, while it is of consequence 
for intrabarrio movement, does not aid in navigation through the city as 
a whole. 
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In the absence of such aid, external referents become important. 
San Cristobal is surrounded by high mountains which are never obscured 
by anything more temporary than fog or night, and these mountains are 
regularly referred to by direction-givers . The street grid is oriented 
rather accurately to the four coordinates so that the streets do in 
fact run north-south and east-west. 

No matter from which direction the t0wn is approached, two 
hills, Cerro San Cristobal and Cerro Guadalupe stand out. On each 
stands a white church reached by long flights of stairs. These hills 
mark the east and west ends of the old colonial town. within the town 
the hills are connected by two streets. Calle Diego de Mazariegos and 
Calle Guadalupe victoria, which meet at the Zocalo. From the 'Zacalo, 
which is essentially in the center of th'2 town, one can look down any 
street and see, in ev·ery case, looming hills or mountains of green. 
All vistas of, or from the town, are dominated by the two hills with 
their churches and the surrounding mountains of green. The town is 
well known in the guidebooks for a number of things besides the attrac
tiveness of its situation. Founded in 1528 by Diego de Mazariagos, 
Las Casas ranks with Guanajuato as one of the best preserved colonial 
towns in all of Mexico. Iglesia Santo Domingo was completed in 1560 
and is one of the finest examples in southern Mexico of early colonial 
architecture. A number of other churches among ·the seventeen in San 
Cristobal were constructed in the 16th century as well as a number of 
the homes belonging to the original conquerors of the area. 

until recently San Cristobal was effectively isolated from the 
rest of the Mexican state, both by its distance from the capital and 
by its difficult highland location. San Cristobal is situated at an 
altitude of 7,400 feet in one of the small mountain valleys which form 
part of the great Chiapas Plateau region. The automobile first came to 
San Cristobal in 1951 when the Pan American Highway was paved that far 
south. This has not in itself led to any great change, although change 
is in the air. Two years ago the regions first factory was opened on 
the outskirts of the city. 

The population of the town is greater than 22,000 which makes 
San Cristobal the smallest town in the study. Its inhabitants speak 
Spanish, are Catholic, and refer to .themselves as ladinos. They are 
typical of the larger Mexican mestizo population, if perhaps a bit 
more conservative. On the other hand the community is surrounded by 
a rural population of some 180,000 Tzotzil and Tzeltal Indians for 
whom San Cristobal is the principle market center. These Indians speak 
Mayan dialects and are not Catholic. The city will not die as long as 
it remains the main link between the Indians and modern Mexico, but it 
is not growing. Numerous are the empty homes that line the city's streets 
as its youth is drawn off to the modern world of the big city. This is 
a critical and well-understood problem for the city's inhabitants: how 
to make las Casas grow. 
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