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Abstract: This article examines the interaction between European and pre-Hispanic urban traditions
in shaping colonial urbanism in the Americas, with a particular focus on the transformation of the
city of México over the remnants of ancient México-Tenochtitlan. It argues that the development of
the viceregal city was not merely an imposition of the Castilian urban model but was significantly
influenced by the pre-existing spatial organization of the Mexica capital. The study explores the
extent to which the original urban layout of México-Tenochtitlan affected the planning of the colonial
city, the similarities, and differences between Castilian and pre-Hispanic urban models, and the ways
in which both traditions merged in the new metropolis. The methodology follows a historical-
analytical approach, including documentary review, comparative analysis of urban models, and case
studies of early colonial cities. The findings suggest that the city of México became a paradigm of
hybrid urbanism, blending European planning principles with indigenous spatial configurations,
which influenced later urban development in Spanish America.

Keywords: urban planning; México-Tenochtitlan; colonial cities; Spanish America; urban history;
urban layout

Introduction

It has been argued that the arrival of Europeans in the Americas marked the beginning of the
Modern Age. However, by the late 16th century —when the colonization of the new territories had
been consolidated— modern thought had yet to reach its full formulation. While major cities had
already been set up in the Americas, there remained a significant temporal gap before the emergence
of the most influential figures of modern thought (Francis Bacon was nineteen, Galileo Galilei was
sixteen, and René Descartes had not yet been born). This suggests that the foundations of modern
thinking were still in development.

Thus, while the ideas that fuelled colonization were rooted in medieval thought, the first
urbanization initiatives in the new territories incorporated elements of a modern vision that had only
been partially manifested in earlier European contexts. Despite the dominance of inherited medieval
structures, the early signs of an emerging modern approach were already clear.

The aim of this study is to analyse how the urban layout of México-Tenochtitlan influenced the
planning of colonial city of México, challenging the traditional notion that early American cities were
exclusively based on European models. By examining the integration of pre-existing urban structures
with Castilian planning principles, this research provides a more nuanced understanding of the
evolution of urban forms in Spanish America.

© 2025 by the author(s). Distributed under a Creative Commons CC BY license.
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Materials and Methods

This research follows a historical-analytical approach, drawing on primary and secondary
sources to examine the evolution of urbanism in early Spanish America. Three primary methods were
employed:

Documentary Review — Analysis of historical texts, royal ordinances, chronicles, and scholarly
works on colonial urbanism.

Comparative Analysis — Identification of similarities and differences between pre-Hispanic and
European urban models, focusing on spatial organization and infrastructural elements.

Case Study Approach — Examination of early colonial cities, particularly México, to assess how
pre-existing urban forms influenced Spanish urbanization strategies.

State of the Art

This analysis aims to demonstrate how the emergence of modern urbanism —an idea that, as will
be shown, was persistent— would likely have required a much longer development period to
materialize had it not been for the encounter between an urban layout, rooted in the Mexica urban
tradition, and the thought of the Spanish conquerors who would eventually establish New Spain. All
of this was centred around México-Tenochtitlan, the capital of the Mexica Empire, founded in 1325
on an island in Lake Texcoco. The city was designed with a complex network of causeways, canals,
and temples, with the Templo Mayor as its religious and political epicentre. In 1521, after a prolonged
siege, the Spanish conquered and destroyed it, paving the way for the construction of the new capital
of New Spain, México (Figure 1).

Figure 1. México-Tenochtitlan in the early 16th century according to Luis Covarrubias [Painting]. Source Museo
Nacional de Antropologia, México.

Various specialized urban studies have offered a broad range of analyses on México, the largest
city under the Spanish Crown until its independence in the 19th century (Campos Salgado, 2011;
Ezcurra, 2006; Chanfon Olmos, 1997; Arvizu Garcia, 1993; Toussaint, 1993; Sartor & Chanfon Olmos,
1992). Additionally, research has delved into its pre-Hispanic antecedent, México-Tenochtitlan,
explored from different perspectives (Campos Salgado, 2006; Palm, 1951b; Clavijero, 1945).

Furthermore, the planning of México urban layout has been extensively studied (Cervantes de
Salazar & Garcia Icazbalceta, 2001; Miralles Ostos, 2001; Lopez de Gémara, 1985; Diaz del Castillo,
1939; Kubler, 1990; Carrera Stampa, 1960; Toussaint, 1956; Angulo fﬁiguez, 1950; Toussaint, Gémez
de Orozco, & Fernandez, 1938). These studies often focus on figures such as Hernan Cortés,
historically recognized as the founder of the new capital, and Alonso Garcia Bravo, traditionally
credited with its urban planning (Moya-Olmedo & Nufiez-Gonzalez, 2023). However, it is important
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to note that while the exact contribution of each to the formulation and anticipation of the urban
model that was taking shape remains uncertain, both figures played a crucial role in shaping a city
model that would transcend their time.

Before delving into a more detailed analysis, it is necessary to provide a brief historical overview
that properly contextualizes the evolutionary process and the mutual influences between European
and indigenous urban traditions, as well as the emerging ideas of the Spanish conquerors.

Development and Analysis

4.1. Before México-Tenochtitlan

Historically, it has been widely accepted that the origins of modern urbanism, as manifested in
the Americas from the 16th century onward, were exclusively a European invention —first line of
diffusion of modern urbanism—. This interpretation is based on the premise that modern urbanism traces
back to Western traditions, beginning with Greek civilization and evolving through different stages:
from Roman castrum to the French bastides of the Middle Ages, culminating in the establishment of
Santa Fe near Granada in the late 15th century, founded by the Catholic Monarchs (Morris, 2018;
Bonet Correa, 1991; Esteras Martin, Diafiez Rubio, & Arvizu Garcia, 1990; Teran, 1989; Gutiérrez,
1984; Hardoy, 1975; Palm, 1951a) (Figure 2).
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Figure 2. Plan of the Roman city of Timgad (1st century BC.). Source https://www.cambridge.org/; Plans of some
bastides in France (13th century AD.). Source Stewart, C. (1952). A Prospect of Cities: Being Studies Towards a
History of Town Planning. Longmans, London; Hypothesis of the layout of Real de Santa Fe (15th century AD).
Source Garcia Pulido, L. J., & Uzal, Orihhuela, A. (2005). Nuevas aportaciones sobre las murallas y el sistema
defensivo de Santa Fe (Granada). Archivo Espafiol De Arte, 78(309), 23—43. Authors' note: All plants are assumed

to be of the same scale.

However, it is important to highlight that, during the same historical period, various cities in the
American continent —completely independent from European traditions- displayed remarkably
structured urban layouts. Examples include Teotihuacan in present-day México, which flourished
between the 2nd and 7th centuries AD, and the cities of Viracochapampa and Pikillacta in present-
day Peru, dating back to the 6th century AD. These cases provide unmistakable evidence that,
independent of Western influences, sophisticated urban developments with a high degree of
planning existed (Figure 3).
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Figure 3. Plan of Teotihuacan (2"4-7th centuries AD). Source Millon, R., Drewitt, B., & Cowgill, G. L. (1973). The
Teotihuacan Map. University of Texas Press, Austin; Plan of Viracochapampa (6th century AD). Source
https://www.munihuamachuco.gob.pe/; Plan of Pikillacta (6th century AD). Source Sanders W.T. (1978).
Pikillacta en la historia cultural andina. ArgAmLat, 1.

Furthermore, despite the validity of the previously described processes, closer historical
precedents to Spain can be found that directly contributed to the invention and dissemination of
modern urbanism —second line of diffusion of modern urbanism— One such example is the
implementation of the orthogonal layout, which began in the 11th century in Jaca (a city in northern
Spain). This urban initiative was driven by a local charter that promoted equality through the
equitable distribution of land plots, encapsulated in the principle ‘equal plots for equal men’. This
model influenced the bastides and spread throughout the entire Iberian Peninsula (Bielza de Ory,
2002).

Similarly, within the Crown of Castile, a new urban order emerged during the second half of the
13th century, when Alfonso X the Wise promoted repopulation through the creation of villas and
pueblas —also known as polas— with the aim of consolidating royal jurisdiction over regions that had
traditionally been under the control of local lords. This process of settlement foundation extended
from the northern part of the Peninsula (Galicia, Asturias, and the Basque Country) to the centre and
south (Castile and Andalusia). However, at this stage, these new settlements did not yet show a fully
defined urban organization (Valdeon Baruque, 2003).

Additionally, the development of a regular urban model materialized later under the monarchs
of the Crown of Aragdn, particularly under the influence of King James II of Majorca and the
ordinances he issued in the 14th century (Alomar Esteve, 1976). Unlike the traditional orthogonal
layout based on rectangular structures, the Aragonese proposals were founded on a grid system,
meaning a square-based arrangement for both urban organization and territorial planning. This
approach had already been predicted by earlier urban foundations in regions such as Teruel and
Castellon in previous centuries, allowing cities to begin adopting a more coherent and structured
organization (Figure 4).
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Figure 4. First area of urban planning diffusion: From the Mediterranean Sea, across Europe and the Iberian

Peninsula to the Indies. Source The authors.

The formalization and dissemination of these models in Aragon did not go unnoticed by
contemporary scholars of the time. In the 14th century, the Franciscan monk Francesc Eiximenig, in
Valencia, conceptualized a utopian vision for cities: urban centres organized in a square shape,
designed to be both beautiful and orderly, evoking the image of a celestial Jerusalem. This vision can
be considered one of the earliest urban theories preceding the Renaissance (Martin Rodriguez, 2004).
It was based on the organization of cities through orthogonal axes, where the intersection of these
axes divided the urban space into four sectors, reflecting the Gothic-Christian worldview promoted
by Thomas Aquinas and the doctrines taught at the University of Paris. At the centre of this design,
a square served as the organizational and symbolic core of the city. Although this was a utopian
model, it reflects a deep aspiration for a structured and rational urban layout (Cervera Vera, 1989;
Antelo Iglesias, 1985; Vila, 1984) (Figure 5).
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Figure 5. Plan of Jaca (11th century); Plan of Puente la Reina (12th century); Plan of Petra (14th century); Plan of
the theorical city of Eiximenig (14th century). Source Betran Abadia, R. (2006). Planeamiento y geometria en la
Ciudad Medieval Aragonesa. Arqueologia y Territorio Medieval, 12(2), 75-146.
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4.2. At the Same Time as México-Tenochtitlan in the Iberian Peninsula

Understanding the development of urbanism in the Iberian Peninsula at the dawn of the Early
Modern period requires recognizing two fundamental elements inherited from medieval traditions:
city walls and churches (Gutiérrez Millan, 2001). These features defined the core of most urban
settlements until the introduction of more structured urban layouts in the northeast of the Peninsula
in the 11th century.

In a brief period, the consolidation of urban centres led to the creation of spaces and buildings
that became key landmarks for future urban growth (Moya-Olmedo & Nufiez-Gonzalez, 2023).

It should also be noted that the conquistadors and those responsible for founding the first cities
in the newly gotten American territories were only familiar with urban centres still marked by the
medieval characteristics of the Iberian Peninsula, without exposure to the latest urban innovations
mentioned earlier. The list of these historical figures is extensive; however, by highlighting a few, this
statement can be proved simply by listing the cities they are believed to have known before traveling
to the Indies (Figure 6).

Figure 6. View of Salamanca and Valencia at the end of the 16th century according to Anton van den Wyngaerde
[Drawing]. Source Osterreichische Nationalbibliothek, Vienna.

Christopher Columbus visited several Portuguese cities, including Lisbon, and Spanish towns
such as Palos de la Frontera, Cadiz, and Sanlticar de Barrameda (South of Spain).

Nicolas de Ovando, Governor-General of the Indies, was originally from Caceres (West of Spain)
and had ties to the Order of Alcantara in Extremadura, where he served as Grand Commander. He
also had connections to the city of Cadiz.

Pedro Arias Davila, known as Pedrarias Davila, Governor of Castilla del Oro (mainland), was
born in Segovia (centre of Spain), known Granada and Sanltcar de Barrameda (South of Spain). Also,
several Angelian cities.

Diego Velazquez de Cuellar, Governor of the island of Cuba, originally from Cuéllar (near
Segovia, centre of Spain), also known Cadiz. Also, a significant city as Naples.

Hernan Cortés, Captain General and Chief Justice of the future New Spain, was born in Medellin
(West of Spain) and had contact with cities such as Salamanca, Valladolid (centre of Spain), Valencia
(East of Spain), and Granada (South of Spain) (Figure 7).
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Figure 7. Christopher Columbus. Source Library of Congress, Washington, D.C.; alleged portraits of Nicolas de
Ovando, Pedro Arias Davila, and Diego Velazquez de Cuellar; Hernan Cortés. Source Real Academia de Bellas
Artes de San Fernando, Madrid.

In their travels, these figures all passed through Seville, which became the principal gateway to
the Americas after the establishment of the Casa de Contratacién in 1503. This institution centralized
the administration and commerce of the new territories. However, like most Iberian cities of the
period, Seville’s urban structure was still shaped by medieval characteristics. The city was organized
around its walls and churches, which defined its urban landscape. Buildings were typically narrow-
fronted and deep, tightly packed around religious institutions, forming dense neighbourhoods. In
peripheral areas or suburbs, constructions were scattered along gates and roads, with open spaces
increasing towards the outskirts.

Additionally, Seville’s historical development led to a highly irregular urban fabric, with
complex street patterns partly inherited from its Islamic past (Barrios Aguilera, 1995; Moya-Olmedo
& Nunez-Gonzalez, 2023). The city's layout cannot be considered modern or remotely orthogonal, as
it lacked the geometric planning that would later define Spanish colonial cities (Figure 8).

Figure 8. View of Seville in the 16" century, according to Anton van den Wyngaerde. Source Braun, G. &
Hogenberg, F. (1572). Civitates orbis terrarum.
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4.3. At the Same Time as México-Tenochtitlan in the Indies

The first attempts to set up cities in the New World at the beginning of the 16th century lacked
the defining characteristics of modern urbanism. These settlements were temporary and
spontaneous, without following the meticulously planned designs that would later define Spanish
colonial cities. Their importance lay not in their internal organization but in their strategic role in
claiming and populating newly discovered territories for the Crown of Castile. The foundation of
these cities was often marked by a ceremonial act and a legal framework transferred from the Iberian
Peninsula (Brewer-Carias, 1998) (Figure 9).
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Figure 9. Spread of modern town planning: From the Iberian Peninsula, to Santo Domingo, Cuba, mainland, and

New Spain. Source The authors.

One example is the first settlements founded by Columbus on the Hispaniola Island, which, due
to geographical and economic challenges, were eventually abandoned in favour of more strategically
helpful locations. The first of these was Fort Navidad (1492-1493), where 39 men were left behind on
Columbus’s return voyage to Spain, but which had been destroyed upon his return. La Isabela (1493-
1498), also founded on the island, was the first attempt at a permanent colony, but due to various
difficulties, it was abandoned within a few years.

Santo Domingo was founded by Columbus's brother in the south of Hispaniola and became the
first permanent city in the new territories and capital of the Viceroyalty of Hispaniola. It can be
considered a successful foundation, although only four years later, in 1502, Governor Nicolds de
Ovando ordered its transfer. Those who knew it praised the supposed straightness of its streets, laid
out in such a way that they seemed to follow a string line; however, a closer analysis reveals that,
although the streets were straight, they did not maintain a perfect parallelism, which resulted in a
distribution of polygonal blocks of various sizes, next to a main square of equally polygonal and off-
centre shape (Lucena Giraldo, 2006). Although this design did not reach the perfection of an
orthogonal grid, despite its limitations, the capital of the new territories, at least until the founding
of the city of México, was considered by its contemporaries to be superior to many of the peninsular
cities, standing out for having level, wide and straight streets. It can be said that, towards the end of
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the 16th century, a regular layout had materialized that was advanced in comparison with traditional
models. Cortés would live in Santo Domingo.

The process of setting up other coastal cities, crucial for securing defense and logistical support
during the expansion of the conquest, also marked a milestone in urban evolution. For example, the
first significant settlement on the mainland was Santa Maria la Antigua, founded in 1510 (Quintero
Agamez & Sarcina, 2021). This city was partially set up due to the presence of a pre-existing
indigenous settlement. However, with the arrival of Pedrarias Davila in 1514, accompanied by more
than a thousand Castilians, an expansion and reorganization process were started according to the
directives given by the Crown. By the end of 1515, Pedrarias declared that Santa Maria was indeed
an organized city (Tejeira Davis, 1996). While no graphical representation of its layout has survived,
itis plausible to assume that Santa Maria had a more irregular layout compared to the first foundation
of Panama, which had an orthogonal arrangement despite variations in block sizes and street
alignments. Garcia Bravo lived in Santa Maria la Antigua.

Similarly, between late 1510 and early 1511, Velazquez de Cuellar embarked on a journey to
Cuba, where he set up a network of urban settlements on the island. In this context, Santiago de Cuba,
founded in 1515, was the last of the cities set up in Cuba. The location of Santiago was selected based
on criteria such as communication accessibility, the presence of a suitable port, and defensive
advantages. However, the site proved unhealthy, leading to its eventual relocation (Gavira Golpe,
1983). Although by the late 17th century it was claimed that its layout followed a grid pattern oriented
to cardinal points, evidence suggests that its urban plan was in fact irregular. Cortés served as Mayor
of Santiago de Cuba.

Consequently, based on the urban experiences in the New World, it is not valid to conclude that
the initiatives known to Cortés in Santo Domingo and Cuba, or to Garcia Bravo in mainland, served
as direct models for the layout of the new cities that appeared in the territory later known as New
Spain. These settlements were not characterized by orthogonality or systematic planning in the
modern sense of urbanism (Figure 10).
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Figure 10. View of Santo Domingo at the end of the 16th century, according to Baltasar Vellerino de Villalobos.
Source Vellerino de Villalobos, B. (1592). Luz de Navegantes (...); View of Panam4 at the end of the 16th century,
according to Battista Antonelli [Drawing]. Source Museo del Archivo Naval, Madrid; View of Santiago de Cuba

in 1669 [Drawing]. Source Archivo General de Indias, Seville.

Finally, it is also relevant to mention the first city founded by Cortés, La Villa Rica de la Veracruz.
Although the design of the original Veracruz remains unknown, it is documented that in 1524, the
city was moved to a more suitable site near San Juan de Ulta, an island that functioned as a defensive
and deep-water port. The first settlement, known as La Antigua, lacked a regular urban design.
Although Cortés issued precise instructions about its layout and settlement, including directives for
the location of plots and the alignment of streets to ensure their rectilinear arrangement, the result
did not achieve the perfection of an ideal grid (Figure 11).
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Figure 11. View of San Juan de Ultia —above on the left the situation of the old Villa Rica de la Veracruz- at the
end of the 16th century, according to Baltasar Vellerino de Villalobos. Source Vellerino de Villalobos, B. (1592).
Luz de Navegantes (...).

What did royal instructions state about cities in the New World? In 1513, Charles V issued an
instruction directed at Pedrarias, later reiterated in later ordinances, such as the one given to Cortés
in 1523. This mandate established:

‘(...) you must distribute the plots of the settlement for the construction of houses (...) and from
the beginning, they must be assigned in an orderly manner; so that, once the plots are established,
the town appears ordered, both in the space left for the main square and in the placement of the
church and the arrangement of the streets. For in places that are newly established, if order is set from
the beginning, they remain structured without effort or cost, while in other cases, order is never
achieved (...)" (Cortés, 1981).

This text emphasizes the importance of initiating urbanization in a systematic and planned
manner, ensuring that from the very beginning, plots were distributed in an orderly fashion so that
the town would show a coherent and aesthetic appearance. This approach aimed not only at
construction efficiency but also at symbolically representing a social and administrative order, which
needed to be clear from the first structuring of urban space.

Numerous studies have explored in detail the concept of the grid and the notion of an ordered
city in the New World, with notable contributions from scholars such as Lopez Guzman (1997),
Garcia Zarza (1996), and Sanchez de Carmona (1989). However, it is important to highlight that,
despite the extensive discussions and analyses about the implementation of these urban directives,
when Cortés arrived in the Americas in 1519, he unexpectedly met an already ordered city layout.

Later, in 1573, Philip II signed another important ordinance reflecting the evolution of urban
foundation and planning processes. This document emphasized the need to design the planta or basic
layout of settlements in a way that precisely and uniformly organized squares, streets, plots, and even
temples. It clearly looked to reconcile urban expansion with the preservation of pre-established order.
However, as noted by Teran, since this law was issued when most major cities in the New World had
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already been founded —and because none of them truly adhered to the proposed model- it stands as
a clear example of legislation that was never fully implemented (Teran, 1999).

In conclusion, the royal directives reflected a clear intention to set up cities with an ordered and
coherent layout based on geometric and functional principles. However, the case of México-
Tenochtitlan adds a new dimension to this discussion, proving that urban order in the New World
had its own roots and manifestations. This raises interesting questions about the interaction between
European traditions and pre-Hispanic realities in shaping urbanism in the newly conquered
territories.

4.4. After México-Tenochtitlan

Regardless of royal instructions and all the analysis conducted so far, it is crucial not to overlook
the main argument presented at the beginning of this article, which guides the research conclusions:
in 1519, when Hernan Cortés arrived in the future New Spain, he encountered a well-ordered city,
he encountered México-Tenochtitlan (Figure 12).

Figure 12. View of Mexico-Tenochtitlan in 1524, according to a drawing attributed to Hernan Cortés [Drawing].
Source Cortés, H. (1524). Second relation letter. Library of Congress, Washington, D.C.

The description made in 1520 reveals that this Mexica city not only surpassed contemporary
Iberian cities in size but was also developed based on a marked orthogonality, organized around key
elements such as a large marketplace, a significant ceremonial precinct, and four wide causeways.
This finding is crucial as it shows that, although royal instructions from the metropolis looked to
impose order from the foundation of new settlements, there was already an example of pre-existing
urbanism in the Americas that displayed order and planning characteristics challenging traditional
European conceptions.

After the consolidation of the conquest of the territory later known as New Spain and the final
fall of México-Tenochtitlan in 1521, Cortés made the weighty decision to set up the new capital in the
same location as the former Mexica metropolis. This decision marked a turning point in the urban
configuration of the region since it was not about creating an entirely new city in an empty space but
rather designing and structuring a new Castilian city over the remains of a large pre-existing city.
Thus, the new capital, named México, did not appear arbitrarily but as the fortuitous result of the
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fusion of two different urban visions: the Mexica tradition, with its planned infrastructure, and the
Castilian approach, which contributed the urban planning criteria of the Spanish monarchy (Figure
13).

1 FUBLILADU POR LA DOCIEDAD MEXUANA DE GEOGEAFIA ¥ ESTADISTIUA,

Figure 13. Plan of the City of México-Tenochtitlan in the year 1519, according to Leopoldo Batres. Batres, L.
(1932). Ensayo de reconstruccién formado por Leopolodo Batres (...).

México became an exceptional case within the urban development of colonial America. Unlike
other cities founded by the conquerors up to that point, which lacked a systematic orthogonal plan,
México applied a regular model with a structured geometric distribution, albeit based on a pre-
Hispanic foundation. The resulting city was thus the product of the combination of the urban layout
of the Mexica capital with the principles that the conquerors were beginning to adopt in their new
settlements.

Until then, as previously analysed, the conquerors had no experience in creating cities with a
strictly orthogonal layout. Neither in the Iberian Peninsula nor in the first cities founded in the
Caribbean or mainland had a systematic regular spatial distribution been implemented. However, in
the planning of the new city of México, more defined and organized planning criteria were adopted,
adjusting a regular structure to the existing urban configuration. The final layout shared
characteristics with earlier Castilian foundations and the structured city models developed in the
Crown of Aragon since the Middle Ages.

The urban design of the new capital was structured around a cleared central space that had
previously been occupied by the Templo Mayor, the main Mexica ceremonial centre. At this key
point, a quadrangular main square was appointed, around which the main administrative, religious,
and residential buildings for Spanish authorities were arranged. From this square, straight street
extended, forming uniform and well-defined blocks, creating an orthogonal scheme with a level of
regularity not seen in earlier settlements.
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Despite the drastic transformation of the urban environment, some elements of the Mexica city
were incorporated or repurposed in the new planning. Among them, the location of the old market
square was kept, although its function and structure were changed. Additionally, several of the grand
palaces belonging to the Mexica elite were repurposed and adapted as residences and administrative
buildings for the Spanish. The orientation and layout of the main causeways connecting the city to
the surrounding regions were also preserved, ensuring the continuity of the communication routes
that had structured México-Tenochtitlan (Figure 14).
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Figure 14. ‘Shape and survey of the city of Mexico” A view of Mexico in the 17th century according to Juan
Gémez de Trasmonte [Lithograph]. Source Gémez de Trasmonte, J. (1628). Bibliotheque Nationale de France,
Département Cartes et Plans, Paris.

The final configuration of the new city’s layout was set up in a quadrangular design, with a
distribution of six blocks in width by thirteen in length, thus creating a grid system based on the pre-
Hispanic city. The planning of this layout, although traditionally attributed to Garcia Bravo —a key
figure in structuring several cities in the New World— most likely consisted of conducting the
topographic survey of the streets, establishing the limits between the Spanish-controlled city and the
area reserved for the indigenous population, and defining the division of plots for distribution among
the conquistadors who had participated in Cortés’ campaign.

In any case, México City became the clearest reference for colonial urbanism in America. Its
orthogonal layout model, although based on a pre-existing reality, set a precedent for future city
foundations, merging a form of urban structuring that spread throughout the viceroyalty and left a
lasting impact on the development of Hispanic American cities.

What was significant in the context of colonial urbanism and its evolution over the centuries was
that the final design of México City marked a turning point in urban planning. Its configuration not
only represented a fusion of pre-existing elements with Castilian urban principles but also set up a
territorial planning model that would be replicated in the newly conquered territories from that
moment on. México City became a fundamental reference, serving as the basis for developing a new
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way of structuring urban space in America and, over time, influencing urban planning on other
continents.

Following the foundation of México, a rapid expansion of cities laid out in regular, orthogonal
schemes took place across the American continent. This phenomenon not only transformed the urban
geography of the New World but also laid the foundations for a systematic planning tradition that
would later influence other parts of the world. From the 16th century onward, cities founded by the
Spanish and their successors followed principles of geometric planning, in which the distribution of
streets and squares responded to criteria of functionality, aesthetics, and administrative control
(Figure 15).
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Figure 15. Modern cities in the Indies: ‘Pueblo de Teotenango (...) Nueva Espana’ Teutenango in the 16th century
[Drawing]. Source Archivo general de Indias, Seville; Nochixtlan in the 16th century [Drawing]. Source Real
Academia de Historia, Madrid; ‘Pueblo de Huejutla (...)’ Huaxutla in the 16th century [Drawing]. Source
Archivo general de Indias, Seville; ‘Descripcién de Cholula (...)” Cholula in 1581 according to Gabriel de Rojas
[Drawing]. Source Benson Latin America Collection, Texas University, Texas; ‘Plano de la Plaza de Veracruz
(...) Veracruz in 1765 according to Adrian Boot [Drawing]. Source Archivo general de Indias, Seville; ‘Plano
para fortificar Mexico” Campeche in 1663 [Drawing]. Source Archivo general de Indias, Seville; ‘Vista de péjaro
de la ciudad de Santo Domingo” Santo Domingo in 1665 acording to Johannes Vingboons [Drawing]. Source
Nationaal Archief, La Haya; ‘Discrecién (plano) de la Ciudad de Panama (...)" Panama in 1609 acording to
Cristobal de Roda Antonelli [Drawing]. Source Archivo general de Indias, Seville; ‘Traza de la ciudad de
Santiago de Ledn’ Santiago de Ledn de Caracas in 1578 [Drawing]. Source Archivo general de Indias, Seville;
View of Cuzco in the 16th century, according to Anton van den Wyngaerde. Source Braun, G. & Hogenberg, F.
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(1572). Civitates orbis terrarum; The city of Lima in 1662, according to Cristébal Espinosa [Drawing]. Source
Archivo general de Indias, Seville; ‘Plano de la ciudad de San Francisco de Quito” The city of Quito 1734,
according Dionisio Alcedo y Herrera [Drawing]. Source Archivo general de Indias, Seville.

Results and Discussion

The findings show that the Mexica capital provided a pre-existing spatial framework that
significantly influenced the early layout of colonial city of México. The orthogonal grid, central plaza,
and road networks of México-Tenochtitlan were partially preserved and adapted into the Spanish
urban scheme. The Spaniards kept the general arrangement of the main causeways and the central
plaza as a key urban node but redefined their use and hierarchy according to Castilian urban
principles. While in the Mexica city the Templo Mayor was the religious and political epicentre, in
the new layout the Plaza Mayor was set up as the administrative and commercial core, following the
tradition of Hispanic cities. Similarly, the regularity of the Mexica grid eased the distribution of lots
and streets, allowing the superimposition of a Castilian urban model without needing a complete
reconfiguration of the urban space.

Unlike other newly founded colonial cities that followed an idealized grid pattern, México
incorporated indigenous infrastructure, resulting in a hybrid urban form. These findings challenge
the traditional narrative that Spanish urbanism was imposed without adaptation to local conditions.
Instead, they highlight the agency of pre-Hispanic urban traditions in shaping colonial settlements,
a phenomenon also seen in other American cities such as Cuzco and Lima, where pre-existing
structures influenced the final layout of colonial urban plans. Additionally, they suggest that the
persistence of indigenous urban elements in Mexico City influenced the standardization of urban
planning in later Spanish foundations in America.

Conclusions

This study concludes that the planning of México was not purely a European endeavour but
rather a synthesis of Castilian urban principles and the spatial logic of México-Tenochtitlan. This case
proves how colonial urbanism was shaped by pre-existing infrastructures, setting up a precedent for
urban planning in the Americas. This phenomenon parallels other experiences of colonial urbanism,
such as the British-planned cities in India or Dutch settlements in Southeast Asia, where prior
structures also influenced the configuration of new urban spaces.

This research contributes to a broader understanding of the complexities of urban development
in colonial contexts, offering insights into how cultural interactions influenced spatial configurations.
Future studies could expand this analysis to other colonial cities to explore variations in hybrid urban
models across Spanish America.
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