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Introduction

Mexico is a land of vibrant contrasts, an intricate tapestry woven from a rich history,
varied geography, and the dynamic energy of its cities. From the sprawling metropolis
of Mexico City to the colonial charm of Puebla, and the sun-soaked shores of Acapulco
to the mountain-ringed streets of Toluca, Mexican cities each possess a unique
character and story. For centuries, these urban centers have served as cradles of
civilization, engines of commerce, and beacons of culture—not only for the Mexican
people, but for visitors from around the world seeking to discover their wonders.

The story of Mexico’s cities is, in many ways, the story of the nation itself. They are
the keepers of pre-Hispanic legacies, Spanish colonial influences, and waves of
modernization and innovation. Year after year, millions travel from all corners of the
globe to wander through ancient zécalos, marvel at ornate cathedrals, enjoy culinary
delights in bustling markets, and explore world-renowned museums and
archaeological sites. These cities, with their distinct identities, offer windows into the
country’s kaleidoscopic past and dynamic present.

‘Cities of Mexico’ is designed to guide you through twenty-five of the nation’s most
significant urban destinations. In these pages, you will find carefully crafted histories,
insightful cultural context, and practical guidance to enrich your journey, whether you
are a traveler planning your first visit or an enthusiast eager to deepen your
understanding. Each chapter highlights the defining moments in a city’s evolution,
from indigenous settlements and colonial flourishing to industrial revolutions and
contemporary growth.

But this book is more than a historical chronicle; it is a living guide. For those arriving
as tourists, each chapter also provides recommendations for must-see attractions,
notable neighborhoods, culinary specialties, and local traditions worth experiencing.
The traveler will discover both the iconic monuments that define a city’s skyline, as
well as lesser-known gems hidden in plain sight.

Ultimately, the great cities of Mexico are not just places—they are experiences. They
are shaped by the daily rhythms of their inhabitants, the pulse of their streets, the
aroma of their kitchens, and the enduring echoes of their histories. By exploring the
following chapters, you embark on a journey not just across a country, but through
centuries of human endeavor and cultural creativity.

We invite you to open your mind and senses, immerse yourself in the vibrant urban

worlds described in these pages, and allow the ‘Cities of Mexico’ to reveal their stories,
both tangible and intangible, waiting to be discovered.
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CHAPTER ONE: Mexico City: Ancient Roots and
Modern Marvels

Mexico City, a sprawling metropolis nestled in the Valley of Mexico, stands as a
testament to the layers of history and culture that define Mexico. It's not just the
capital, but a living museum where ancient civilizations, colonial grandeur, and
modern innovation coexist in a vibrant, sometimes chaotic, yet always captivating
dance. This is a city that bewilders and enchants, where a simple stroll can take you
from Aztec ruins to baroque cathedrals and then to sleek skyscrapers, all within a few
blocks.

The story of Mexico City truly begins with Tenochtitlan, the magnificent capital of the
Aztec Empire. Founded in 1325 on an island in Lake Texcoco, this indigenous city was
a marvel of engineering and urban planning. The Aztecs, guided by a prophecy of an
eagle with a snake in its beak perched on a cactus, transformed a swampy island into
a flourishing city with an intricate network of canals and causeways. At its peak, just
before the arrival of the Spanish, Tenochtitlan was one of the largest and richest urban
areas in the world, with an estimated population of 100,000 to 200,000 inhabitants,
possibly even more. This pre-Columbian powerhouse was the political and economic
hub of a vast empire, stretching from the Atlantic to the Pacific coasts.

The heart of Tenochtitlan was the Templo Mayor, a massive pyramid dedicated to the
Aztec gods of war and rain, Huitzilopochtli and Tlaloc. This sacred precinct was the
center of religious and political life, a place of ceremonies and rituals that resonated
with the spiritual pulse of the empire. Today, the ruins of Templo Mayor, unearthed in
the heart of modern Mexico City, offer a fascinating glimpse into this powerful
civilization, with an on-site museum housing a vast collection of artifacts.

The arrival of the Spanish conquistador Herndn Cortés in 1519 marked a dramatic
turning point. After a prolonged siege, Tenochtitlan was almost completely destroyed
in 1521. From the ashes of the Aztec capital, Cortés established the Spanish colonial
capital of Mexico City, strategically built upon the ruins. The Spanish meticulously
redesigned the city, imposing a grid pattern with the main square, known as the
ZOcalo, at its center, a practice common in colonial urban planning. This central plaza,
once the Aztec ceremonial center, remains the vibrant heart of modern Mexico City.

Colonial Mexico City flourished as the political, administrative, and financial center of
New Spain. Grand cathedrals, palaces, and public buildings rose, many constructed
from the very stones of the destroyed Aztec temples, a powerful symbol of the
Spanish conquest. The Metropolitan Cathedral, a monumental structure showcasing a
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blend of Renaissance, Baroque, and Neoclassical styles, stands prominently on the
Zocalo, directly over a portion of the Templo Mayor. This architectural masterpiece,
the seat of the Archbishopric of New Spain, has faced challenges over the centuries,
notably sinking into the soft lakebed on which the city was built, requiring significant
stabilization efforts.

After Mexico gained independence from Spain in 1821, Mexico City solidified its role as
the nation's capital, growing into its largest and most important urban center. The
19th and 20th centuries brought waves of modernization and rapid population growth,
transforming the city's landscape dramatically. By 1900, the population had reached
half a million, and by the mid-20th century, it had exploded, overflowing the
boundaries of the original Federal District. This explosive growth, driven by both
migration from rural areas and high birth rates, led to extensive urban development,
including the construction of significant infrastructure and housing projects.

The mid-20th century also saw Mexico City embrace modernist architecture, with
influential Mexican architects like Mario Pani and Luis Barragan leaving their mark on
the city's skyline. The construction of the Ciudad Universitaria (University City), the
main campus of the National Autonomous University of Mexico, in the 1950s, stands
as a prime example of this modernist movement and is now a UNESCO World Heritage
site known for its impressive murals and unique architecture. The city also began to
grow upwards, with the Torre Latinoamericana, completed in the 1950s, becoming its
first skyscraper and the tallest building in Mexico for many years.

Today, Mexico City is one of the most populous cities in North America and one of the
largest metropolitan areas in the world, with a population exceeding 21 million in its
greater metropolitan area. It is a vibrant hub of culture, finance, and politics, classified
as an "Alpha world city" for its global importance. Located at an altitude of 2,240
meters (7,350 feet) within the Valley of Mexico, the city enjoys a moderate year-round
climate, though newcomers may need time to adjust to the thinner air.

The city's dynamic character is reflected in its diverse neighborhoods, each with its
own charm. The historic center, or Centro Histdrico, remains a focal point for visitors,
housing iconic landmarks like the Zécalo, the Metropolitan Cathedral, and the National
Palace, which today serves as the seat of various government offices. Beyond the
Zo6calo, areas like Coyoacan, with its cobblestone streets, colonial architecture, and
the famous Frida Kahlo Museum, offer a more bohemian atmosphere. Polanco, on the
other hand, boasts chic restaurants and high-end shopping, while the neighborhoods
of Roma and Condesa are known for their leafy parks, cafes, and Art Deco
architecture.

Mexico City is also a cultural powerhouse, boasting more museums than almost any

other city in the world. The National Museum of Anthropology, located within the
expansive Chapultepec Park, is a must-visit, housing an unparalleled collection of pre-
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Columbian artifacts, including the Aztec calendar stone. Chapultepec Park itself is a
green oasis, larger than New York City's Central Park, and home to not only museums
but also Chapultepec Castle, which served as a summer residence for viceroys and
later as the official residence for Mexican emperors and presidents.

The city’s architectural tapestry is a captivating blend of its ancient past and modern
aspirations. From the ancient pyramids of Teotihuacan, just an hour's drive from the
city, to the oldest pyramid in central Mexico, Cuicuilco, surprisingly surrounded by
modern buildings, Mexico City offers a direct connection to its deep historical roots.
The Palacio de Bellas Artes, a stunning Neoclassical and Art Nouveau building, serves
as a cultural icon, hosting ballets, operas, and theatrical performances, and
showcasing murals by renowned Mexican artists like Diego Rivera. The Monumento a
la Revolucién, a grand triumphal arch, commemorates the Mexican Revolution and
provides panoramic city views from its summit.

Despite the challenges of rapid urbanization and being situated in an earthquake zone
on a former lakebed, Mexico City continues to evolve, with ongoing construction and
innovative architectural solutions. The city's commitment to sustainable practices and
technological integration shapes its future architectural landscape. Whether exploring
its ancient foundations, admiring its colonial heritage, or marveling at its modern
developments, Mexico City offers an inexhaustible array of experiences that speak to
its enduring spirit as a capital forged from ancient roots and continuously reaching for
modern marvels.
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