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Abstract. The paper is part of a larger project that investigates the spatial dimensions 
of the political and legal institutions that are typically established in constitutions, a 
configuration that I have elsewhere called ‘constituted space’. The paper is aligned 
with the LSA 2022 general theme in the sense that it focuses on colonial constituted 
space. I use the notion of ‘realms of memory’ coined by French historian Pierre Nora 
to show how the coloniser’s public architecture and town planning imposed on the 
former colonies serve as powerful symbolic transplants that perpetuate colonial rule 
even after decolonisation has been nominally completed with independence. By doing 
so, colonial realms of memory continue to support inequalities and discriminatory 
practices that colonialism itself introduced. The paper draws link’s between a critical 
reading of Nora’s notion of commemorative sites and how Latin American cultural 
theorists like Néstor García Canclini and Armando Silva discuss the ‘imagined’ quality 
of urban identities. I use Mexico City as an illustrative example. 
 

Colonial constituted space 
 
At the most general level, this essay can be characterised as a socio-legal study of 

constituted space, that is, of spaces that are specifically designed and built with the use 
of constituted public power in mind (see Minkkinen 2021: 91-95). These include both 
entire cities designed to act as centres of government centres and individual buildings 
constructed to host institutions of public power. Such a study is not exactly equivalent 
to sociological constitutionalism although some overlaps, no doubt, exist (e.g. Priban 
2015; Thornhill 2011). The research questions involved here require a more 
interpretive (e.g. Yanow – Schwartz-Shea 2015) and, to the extent that the project 
deals with power, critical (e.g. Crampton – Elden 2007; Brenner – Marcuse – Mayer 
2012) approach that I propose to call constitutional ethnography.  

In a lead article for a special issue of the Law & Society Review, Kim Lane 
Scheppele (Scheppele 2004) brought together a number of contributions that focused 
on the particularities of statist and transnational constitutional phenomena as 
‘comparative constitutional ethnography’. Unlike general constitutional theory that 
often universalises its claims beyond plausibility, Scheppele claimed that the issue’s 
contributions expanded from their concrete and often nationally defined objects of 
study towards more general definitions by contextualising the phenomena in question 
both comparatively and historically. The defining characteristics of, say, a national 
constitutional court would, accordingly, stand out better against contrasts that 
comparative and historical insights provide. At the same time, we gain a better 
understanding of the institution of constitutional review in general and how it can be 
implemented in different environments. For Scheppele, such a methodological ethos 
could be dated back to many socio-legal classics ranging from Montesquieu to Weber, 
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but it had later been abandoned in favour of more nationalistic and statist research 
agendas. The aim of constitutional ethnography was to reclaim some of that lost 
tradition. Scheppele herself defined constitutional ethnography more specifically as 
‘the study of the central legal elements of polities using methods that are capable of 
recovering the lived detail of the politico-legal landscape’ (Scheppele 2004: 395; also 
Bevir – Rhodes 2010). 

Quite a few years after this provisional definition, Scheppele (Scheppele 2017: 
56-59) returned to constitutional ethnography while discussing its compatibility with 
her own brand of a phenomenological sociology of constitutions. In this second 
instalment, Scheppele specified three ethnographic approaches that would seem to fit 
the bill. First, in traditional fieldwork, the ethnographer immerses herself into the 
environments that she wishes to study by, for example, observing particular 
constitutional actors and institutions (e.g. Schatz 2009; Greenhouse 2010). Second, 
immersive archival work is a form of historical ethnography that analyses archival 
records in more or less the same way as historical research proper, but with the 
addition of an identification with the historical actors involved through the records 
that they have left behind. If successful, archival immersion allows the ethnographer 
to consider meanings that the historical actors themselves may have given to their 
own practices, albeit as approximations at best (e.g. Decker – McKinlay 2020; Merry 
2002). Scheppele calls her third ethnographic approach the study of ‘traces’ or, in 
other words, of non-curated cultural ‘raw material’ with constitutional significance. 
These may include popular artefacts like busts of national heroes commonly displayed 
in private homes, affective objects invested with special meaning like collectible bone 
china commemorating formative events in a nation’s history, or, as in this particular 
case, indigenous motifs and details in an otherwise colonial architectural 
environment. 

Fieldwork and archival research are, perhaps, well aligned with ethnographic 
conventions, but Scheppele’s third approach, that is, the study of traces, may be 
offering something genuinely new (see however Geiger – Ribes 2011). I propose to 
call this third approach ichnography. The term is appropriate both in terms of its 
etymology (íkhnos, meaning ‘track’ or ‘footprint’) and, in light of this particular essay, 
its architectural reference (Vitruvius’s ‘ground-plan’, see Vitruvius 1931: 25 [i.2.2]). 
Even if these ‘traces’ nominally hint at being residual leftovers of something larger and 
more important, they can also become symbolically significant in themselves. 

The symbolic value of public architecture and design is a highly charged political 
issue. In late 2020 towards the end of his turbulent presidency, Donald J. Trump 
issued a controversial executive order on, as its title suggests, ‘Promoting Beautiful 
Federal Civic Architecture’ (Executive Order 13967, 2020). The aim of the executive 
order was to ‘update’ a 1962 set of federal guidelines known as the ‘Guiding Principles 
for Federal Architecture’ that politician and sociologist Daniel Patrick Moynihan had 
originally written for the Kennedy administration. The guidelines favoured designs 
and techniques that ‘embody the finest contemporary American architectural thought’ 
(General Services Administration 1963: 11), and they have since become a 
cornerstone of the Design Excellence Program of the US General Services 
Administration (GSA) that oversees the construction, management and preservation 
of government buildings (see also Heath 2017). The GSA’s Excellence Program has 
influenced the design and construction of contemporary landmark buildings such as 
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the Alfonse M. D’Amato United States Courthouse in Central Islip, NY (Richard Meier 
& Partners Architects, 2000). Trump’s executive order, on the other hand, was 
presumably drafted by representatives of the National Civic Art Society, a 
Washington-based lobbying group that advocates the ‘classical tradition’ in the design 
of public buildings as what the Founders allegedly intended for their new republic 
(see National Civic Art Society 2020). The executive order claims that the design of 
buildings built in accordance with the Guiding Principles ‘sometimes impresses the 
architectural elite, but not the American people who the buildings are meant to serve’ 
(Executive Order 13967, 2020: 83740) and instead mandated the use of more 
traditional styles that ‘uplift and beautify public spaces, inspire the human spirit, 
ennoble the United States, and command respect from the general public’ (Executive 
Order 13967, 2020: 83471 [my emphasis]). In February 2021, soon after his term in 
office began, President Joe Biden revoked Trump’s controversial executive order 
(Executive Order 14018, 2021). 

This presidential ‘exchange’ is a good illustration of how significant public 
architecture and design can be in defining perceptions of national identity. The type of 
neoclassicism that Trump’s executive order favoured, often specifically designed to 
include what Peter Goodrich in his study of legal emblems calls ‘heavy signifiers’ such 
as Graeco-Roman motifs (Goodrich 2013: 235), falls within a category of what Henri 
Lefebvre describes as ‘deceptive and tricked-up’ spaces that are specifically produced 
in order to be ‘read’ rather than to be ‘used’ or ‘experienced’. As such, neoclassical 
constituted space with its symbolic references to the Athenian polis and/or Roman law 
takes on monumentalist features and manages to conceal crucial strategic intentions 
and actions: 

 
Monumentality, for instance, always embodies and imposes a clearly intelligible 
message. It says what it wishes to say — yet it hides a good deal more: being 
political, military, and ultimately fascist in character, monumental buildings 
mask the will to power and the arbitrariness of power beneath signs and surfaces 
which claim to express collective will and collective thought. (Lefebvre 1991: 
143) 

 
Here I focus on what could be called ‘colonial constituted space’, that is, public 

architecture and design originally built by a colonising empire in a colonial or imperial 
style, but left behind in its former colonies. I discuss the ways in which colonial 
constituted space may affect a former colony’s sense of its own national identity. 
Drawing on immersive archival work supplemented with ichnographic insights, I first 
use the notion of ‘realms of memory’ coined by French historian Pierre Nora to 
analyse how the coloniser’s public architecture and town planning imposed on its 
former colony may serve as powerful symbolic transplants that perpetuate colonial 
rule even after decolonisation has been nominally completed with independence. In 
other words, a national identity built around such displaced realms of memory may 
continue to support inequalities and discriminatory practices that colonialism itself 
introduced. The most iconic examples of these displaced realms of memory can be 
found in the Spanish Colonial architecture of Latin America (e.g. Donahue-Wallace 
2008), French Colonial architecture in Southeast Asia (e.g. Wright 1991), and the 
Imperial style of Victorian Britain found in its former colonies (e.g. Bremner 2016). 
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Each in its own way imposes a sense of an imperial ‘gravitas’ that dilutes the historic 
significance of emancipation from colonial rule. Nora’s approach does, however, 
require some corrective measures. I attempt to achieve these with reference to the 
way in which Latin American cultural theorists like Néstor García Canclini and 
Armando Silva discuss the ‘imagined’ quality of urban identities in such hybrid 
environments. The essay will attempt to illustrate the viability of these hypotheses 
with the example of Mexico City. 

 

Identity, history, and memory 
 
In the 1950s, the French literary theorist Roland Barthes wrote a series of well-

known essays that dealt with the everyday ‘mythologies’ of contemporary French life. 
The fifty or so essays were later collected together into a book (originally Barthes 
1957; in English Barthes 2012) that Barthes supplemented with his widely cited 
theoretical postscript ‘Myth Today’. One of the best-known individual myths was, in 
fact, inserted into the postscript as an illustrative example of how myths work. Barthes 
describes the cover of a magazine with a photograph of a ‘black soldier’, a uniformed 
boy of African origin with his eyes pointing slightly upward and his hand raised to his 
forehead in salute (see also Moudileno 2019). For Barthes, the specifically 
mythological feature of the photograph was the way in which it neutralised the ‘black 
soldier’ with his roots in France’s former colonies in Africa into an account of francité, 
a ‘Frenchness’ that flattens the whole nuanced history of French colonialism into a 
platitude: 

 
In the case of the soldier Negro [sic], for instance, what is got rid of is certainly 
not French imperiality (on the contrary, since what must be actualized is its 
presence); it is the contingent, historical, in one word: fabricated, quality of 
colonialism. Myth does not deny things, on the contrary, its function is to talk 
about them; simply, it purifies them, it makes them innocent, it gives them a 
natural and eternal justification, it gives them a clarity which is not that of an 
explanation but that of a statement of fact. (Barthes 2012: 255-256) 

 
Such a self-absorbed fascination with one’s own national identity is, perhaps, not 

unique to France, but it certainly is typical. A few decades after Barthes published his 
influential but small-scale essays, French historian Pierre Nora initiated a truly 
magnum opus project that aimed at pinpointing and analysing specific places, 
historical figures, buildings, monuments, objects of art, emblems and symbols that all 
codified and represented what one could regard as the essence of ‘Frenchness’. The 
project resulted in a three-part and seven-volume collection of individual chapters on 
‘lieux de mémoire’ (Nora 1984-1992), literally memory places or commemorative sites, 
but often translated as ‘realms of memory’, written by numerous contributors with 
Nora at the helm. The premises of the project suggested that these commemorative 
sites are by necessity symbolic because they generate an almost totemic meaning that 
has the ability to function as a reference-point for a collective identity. An abridged 
version of the huge project has been published, perhaps somewhat curiously, as two 
separate English editions with different translators and different publishers, the first in 
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three volumes in the late 1990s (Nora 1996-1998), and the second in four volumes 
over the first decade of the new millennium (Nora 2001-2010; see also Nora 1989; Ho 
Tai 2001; Mercer 2013). 

If the gist of Barthes’s critique of everyday mythologies was the flattening of 
historical contingency into essentialist self-evidence, curiously enough Nora’s project 
begins with the limits of historical explanation. The whole project is tainted by a 
nostalgia for a sense of true community that is, so the argument runs, only accessible 
through memory but that, in turn, has been overwritten by a history that understands 
the passing of time as a measurable quantity. When the true memory of tradition and 
custom and, by extension, authentic community are no longer available options, we 
settle for traces. In his general introduction, Nora laments that: 

 
there are sites, lieux de mémoire, in which a residual sense of continuity remains. 
Lieux de mémoire exist because there are no longer milieux de mémoire, settings 
in which memory is a real part of everyday experience. (Nora 1996: 1) 

 
At the outset, Nora, then, juxtaposes memory and history in a very particular way. 

He mentions two examples of the disenchantment of a ‘lost memory’: the ways in 
which peasant culture has had to make way for consumerist urban life, and so-called 
primitive societies that have ‘only recently roused from their ethnological slumber by 
the rape of colonization’ (Nora 1996: 1-2). Regardless of the seemingly sympathetic 
nod towards agricultural life and the predicaments of peoples in the colonies, both 
examples also betray Nora’s bourgeois idealisation of the supposedly uncomplicated 
and authentic quality of life outside of the accelerated pace of time in modern 
metropolises. This romanticised template for true community equates it with societies 
and settings whose innocence has already been ruined by the relentless gaze of the 
historical sciences. If true memory still existed, there would be no need to dedicate 
specific sites to embody it. But because these totemic sites do exist, Nora concludes 
that we are left with mere traces of a memory long gone and have entered the age of 
history. These traces Nora identifies in a range of concrete sites ranging from the 
caves of Lascaux through Paris and Versailles to Verdun. 

Nora’s understanding of memory is indebted to the French sociologist Maurice 
Halbwachs and his idea of collective memory. As a young philosophy graduate, 
Halbwachs was inspired by Henri Bergson but later decidedly gravitated towards 
Émile Durkheim and his school of sociology. Both influences are, however, detectable 
in both Halbwachs and Nora. For Bergson, the source of true human experience 
‘always occupies a certain duration, and involves, consequently, an effort of memory 
which prolongs, one into another, a plurality of moments’ (Bergson 1991: 34). Even if 
both Halbwachs and Nora reject Bergson’s individualistic notion of human experience 
while embracing Durkheim’s idea of collective conscience, traces of duration as 
opposed to historical time are still detectable in both. 

Halbwachs insists that social groups ‘remember’ by immobilising time and so 
creating an illusion of duration. Even if the surrounding world changes at an ever 
accelerating rate, certain slices of time have acquired a relative stability and 
permanence where nothing essential seems to have been altered. A neoclassical 
government building may, for instance, ring familiar to an individual who has come 
across similar buildings in a number of locations. But its more stable significance as a 
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site of collective memory can only be achieved through the loose associations that a 
particular social group creates by linking the Graeco-Roman pastiche to the ideals of 
democracy (or the spectre of neoliberalism, whichever the case may be): 

 
Beyond this moving fringe of time or, more correctly, of collective times, there is 
nothing more, for the time of the philosophers is an empty form. Time is real 
only insofar as it has content — that is, insofar as it offers events as material for 
thought. It is limited and relative, but it is plainly real. (Halbwachs 1980: 126-
127) 

 
Halbwachs’s collective memory is a recollection that can exist only if individuals 

manage to attach their personally held thoughts to collective frameworks and to 
participate in them (Halbwachs 1992: 38). The frameworks within which the 
memories of others support ours is not merely a question of providing evidence or 
testimony, but of finding continuity. Points of contact must exist so that the 
remembrance that others’ memories provide us can be reconstructed on a shared 
foundation. Collective memory is a reconstruction of events past that must begin with 
shared data and concepts and remain alive as they move back and forth continuously 
in everyone’s mind implying that all who participate in this collective memory are 
members of the same social group. This is why a remembrance that enables 
participation in a collective memory can be simultaneously recognised and 
reconstructed (Halbwachs 1980: 40). In other words: 

 
the collective frameworks of memory are not constructed after the fact by the 
combination of individual recollections; nor are they empty forms where 
recollections coming from elsewhere would insert themselves. Collective 
frameworks are, to the contrary, precisely the instruments used by the collective 
memory to reconstruct an image of the past which is in accord, in each epoch, 
with the predominant thoughts of the society. (Halbwachs 1992: 40) 

 
Collective memory may endure and even strengthen itself from a coherent unit of 

individuals that serves as its foundation. But in the end, it is individuals as members 
of the unit who do the remembering. Their individual remembrances are shared by all 
and support each other, but there are still differences in the intensity with which they 
are experienced depending on how the relative positions of the individuals vary. In 
other words, not all refer to the same aspect of one memory (Halbwachs 1980: 48). If 
collective memory is a current of continuous thought carrying over from the past to 
the present what can still be regarded as valid currency, then history rewrites time 
into a sequence of periods like a play into acts. But unlike a play where the plot is 
bridged from one act to another and the feelings and emotions of the protagonists 
develop in a more or less continuous manner, history implies that all these 
components, human interests, orientations, events, traditions, perspectives on the 
future, and so on, all this changes much more abruptly as we move from one historical 
period to another. From a historical perspective ‘the men composing the same group 
in two successive periods are like two tree stumps that touch at their extremities but 
do not form one plant because they are not otherwise connected’ (Halbwachs 1980: 
80). The frameworks with which history organises events are external to the groups 
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concerned and identify the groups by contracting them. So history focuses on 
differences and disregards what is shared. Hence history obliterates memory because 
only facts that belong to the same consciousness can be remembered: 

 
Despite the variety of times and places, history reduces events to seemingly 
comparable terms, allowing their interrelation as variations on one or several 
themes. Only in this way does it manage to give us a summary vision of the past, 
gathering into a moment and symbolizing in a few abrupt changes or in certain 
stages undergone by a people or individual, a slow collective evolution. In this 
way it presents us a unique and total image of the past. (Halbwachs 1980: 84) 

 

An imagined Mexico City 
 
From very early days, Nora’s project was criticised for what could be called its 

‘hexagonal obsession’. The hexagon is, of course, a casual reference to the geometrical 
outlines of mainland France. Indeed, the individual sites that the project dealt with as 
its material realms were exclusively situated in mainland France, and most of the 
immaterial ones concerned French history as seen from the point of view of a 
Herderian national unity. As Perry Anderson sarcastically noted: ‘What are the lieux de 
mémoire that fail to include Dienbienphu?’ (Anderson 2009: 162) In their recent 
introduction to an edited volume on postcolonial realms of memory, Etienne Achille, 
Charles Forsdick and Lydie Moudileno (Achille – Forsdick – Moudileno 2020) point 
out that in addition to the manifest absence of memory sites in Nora’s project that 
dealt with French colonialism and empire, the poverty of Nora’s editorial leadership is 
evident in that many of the issues that the individual chapters did address could have 
been easily developed further by including a postcolonial contextualisation of the 
same topic. 

Even Nora himself seemed to acknowledge some of the distortions that his 
influential project eventually led to. Writing in its concluding chapter in the 1990s, 
Nora situated contemporary French commemoration between two archetypical events: 
the spontaneity of May 1968, and the celebrations of the 1989 Bicentennial. The 
official buzz that Nora’s project created coincided with the artificiality of the 
bicentennial celebrations during which even the ‘spirit of 68’ seemed to be reduced 
into a consumable spectacle of the revolutionary spirit. The ‘nation’ which was the 
original locus of Nora’s memory sites had been transformed into state-sponsored 
patrimony: 

 
the very dynamics of commemoration have been turned around; the memorial 
model has triumphed over the historical model and ushered in a new, 
unpredictable, and capricious use of the past — a past that has lost its 
peremptory and constraining organic character. What matters is not what the 
past imposes on us but what we bring to it. Thus the message of the past, 
regardless of its nature, has been confused. It is the present that creates the 
instruments of commemoration, that seeks out dates and figures to 
commemorate, that ignores some and invents others, sometimes artificially 
manipulating dates … and sometimes accepting dates as given but altering their 
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significance … History proposes but the present disposes, and what happens 
often differs from what was intended. (Nora 1998: 618) 

 
But despite the criticism — and even leaving aside Nora’s personal involvement in 

the reactionary Appel de Blois manifesto issued in 2008 by the Liberté pour l’Histoire 
group which, in the name of ‘academic freedom’, sought to contest an EU Framework 
Decision (2008/913/JHA) requiring member states to criminalise certain forms of 
racism and xenophobia and similar member state legislation (see Nora – 
Chandernagor 2008; also Löytömäki 2014) — there may be something salvageable 
here that would enable us to develop Nora’s ‘method’, if you will, into an heuristic tool 
for other purposes. 

Critical memory projects will usually focus on sites that are located in the 
colonising country itself but that are seen to either deny or to distort some aspect of 
the country’s troubled colonial past. Think of, for example, the toppling of the statue 
of slave trader Edward Colston in Bristol (e.g. Nasar 2020) or removing Confederate 
monuments in the United States (e.g. Evans 2021). As welcome as these critical 
memory projects are, they are, however, theoretically framed in the same way as 
Nora’s ‘hexagonal obsession’. Their starting point is still a unitary mnemonic entity, 
for example a nation or a country, but now, after the toppling or the removal, the 
commemorative identity of that entity has, perhaps, been ‘corrected’. I would like to 
suggest that postcolonial and decolonised commemorative sites can also be more 
complex. 

Government buildings in Latin American countries built in Spanish Colonial style 
would be paradigmatic examples of this complexity. Mexico City illustrates the point 
well. German sociologist Martina Löw argues that all cities will often have an ‘intrinsic 
logic’, an identifiable ‘Eigenlogik’, that makes them different and unique as ‘entities of 
meaning’. So, for example, two cities can be told apart by focusing on the differences 
in their intrinsic logic even if they share architectural features. Löw describes this 
intrinsic logic as a process in which: 

 
specific stocks of knowledge based on habitualized experience emerge in every 
city and go on to inform labels. In the process of becoming familiar with a city, 
communities of experience form, come to know and attribute meaning to the 
local rules and norms, and disseminate that experience in words and images. 
This process of existential relatedness to the city can be summed up in the term 
‘Eigenlogik’. Intrinsic logic captures the structures of cities as locally well-
established, by-and-large tacitly operative processes of sense-making along with 
their physical, material manifestations. (Löw 2012: 312; also Berking – Löw 
2008) 

 
The most general aspects of Mexico City’s intrinsic logic can, perhaps, be 

described through a three-fold template that Mexican sociologist and cultural theorist 
Néstor García Canclini uses to explain the uniqueness of his home town (García 
Canclini 1997: 80-88; partially translated as García Canclini 2009). García Canclini 
namely claims that the ‘imaginary’ character of Mexico City, that is, the way in which 
the city functions as a point of reference for its inhabitants and citizens, can only be 
understood through the tensions that this three-fold template creates. Firstly, Mexico 
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City is a historical and territorial city built over the ancient Mexica — or ‘Aztec’ — city-
state of Tenochtitlán, originally founded in circa 1325, and subsequently seized and 
destroyed by the Spanish colonisers two centuries later (see Mundy 2015). Second, 
Mexico City can be seen as an industrialised city that has grown in a relatively short 
time into the biggest megalopolis in North America with over 30 million inhabitants 
(see Krieger 2011). Lastly, as deficiently as it may function, Mexico City is a globally 
networked informational city (see García Canclini 2000). Together these aspects and 
their mutual contradictions and tensions account for Mexico City as an imaginary city 
(also García Canclini 2008). 

García Canclini’s imaginary Mexico City is clearly indebted to Colombian 
philosopher Armando Silva and his notion of ‘urban imaginaries’ (Silva 2006) — and, 
no doubt, also to Boaventura de Sousa Santos’s work (e.g. Santos 2014). Silva namely 
had a huge impact on Latin American urban studies by creating a Lacan-inspired 
scheme of analysis for the symbolic and imaginary aspects of a given city that would 
complement its physical make-up. After the theoretical (e.g. Silva 2003b) and 
methodological (e.g. Silva 2003c) foundations were laid out, a project led by Silva 
investigated imaginary cities in Latin America and Spain through case studies on, 
among others, Bogotá (Silva 2003a), Santiago de Chile (Ossa – Richard 2004), 
Barcelona (Escoda 2004), São Paulo (Rebollo Goncalves 2006) and Buenos Aires 
(Lacarrieu – Pallini 2007). In the project, the use of visual data like photographs was 
significant. As Silva explains: 

 
the “Imagined Cities” are works of urbanism, but they are not so much studies of 
cities per se as of the ways in which a citizen urbanism shapes the ways in which 
cities are built. This is the difference in our approach: the material resides in the 
citizens because it is they who are concerned with the materiality of the city. 
And this is what makes our focus unique: its materiality lies with the citizens, in 
their perspectives and ways of thinking and feeling urban representations rather 
than the physical city. (Silva 2017: 178) 

 
If we consider an imagined Mexico City (e.g. Aguilar 2003) as an illustration of a 

colonial commemorative site, the tensions inherent in García Canclini’s historical and 
territorial city are, perhaps, the most important. Contrasts are created by underlying 
traces of a Mexica city-state (e.g. Rojas 2012) that can be found underneath the 
colonial style urban design and architecture of the Spanish conquerors (e.g. Early 
2001). In his Second Letter to Emperor Charles V, conquistador Hernán Cortés (1485-
1547) describes his entry into the Mexica city-state in August 1519 in these 
‘wondrous’ terms: 

 
This great city of [Tenochtitlán] is built on the salt lake [Texcoco], and no 
matter by what road you travel there are two leagues from the main body of the 
city to the mainland. There are four artificial causeways leading to it, and each is 
as wide as two cavalry lances. The city itself is as big as Seville or Córdoba. The 
main streets are very wide and very straight; some of these are on the land, but 
the rest and all the smaller ones are half on land, half canals where they paddle 
their canoes. All the streets have openings in places so that the water may pass 
from one canal to another. Over all these openings, and some of them are very 
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wide, there are bridges made of long and wide beams joined together very firmly 
and so well made that on some of them ten horsemen may ride abreast. … This 
city has many squares where trading is done and markets are held continuously. 
There is also one square twice as big as that of Salamanca, with arcades all 
around, where more than sixty thousand people come each day to buy and sell, 
and where every kind of merchandise produced in these lands is found; 
provisions as well as ornaments of gold and silver, lead, brass, copper, tin, 
stones, shells, bones, and feathers. (Pagden 1986: 102-103 [endnote deleted]) 

 
Cortés communicates his fascination for the achievements of the Mexica people as 

a potpourri of marvellous buildings, a plentiful population, and especially a lively 
commerce. For the most part, Cortés’s four letters to his Emperor are meant to 
describe his colonial adventures in terms of Imperial financial opportunities because 
his expedition was not officially sanctioned by his immediate superiors in the New 
World. Only two years later in 1521, Cortés’s relationship with the Mexica lords had 
soured to such an extent that, following an exceptionally belligerent 75-day siege, 
Tenochtitlán surrendered to the Spanish conquerors marking the end of what is 
known as the Aztec Empire. The following year, after receiving further instructions 
from the Emperor, Cortés systematically destroyed the city. He commissioned Spanish 
architect Alonso García Bravo (1490-1561), assisted by conquistador Bernardino 
Vázquez de Tapia (1490-1552), to come up with a traza or a plan that would build 
the new colonial capital over the underlying ruins (e.g. Thomas 2011: 28-38; also 
Devecka 2020: 89-113). 

Much of the plan of colonial Mexico City does, however, follow the outlines of the 
destroyed Mexica city-state. The Plaza de la Constitución, or el Zócalo as it is 
colloquially known (e.g. Bross 2021; also Low 2000), was built over Tenochtitlán’s 
main market square. Today the Zócalo hosts a number of public institutions at federal, 
state and municipal levels, each with relatively accurate counterparts in the city’s 
indigenous past. For example, the Palacio Nacional which today is both the seat of the 
federal executive and the residence of the president, was previously Cortés’s own 
palace during his short reign as Governor of New Spain, and before that the site of the 
tēcpancalli or palace (e.g. Evans 2017) of the Mexica lord. 

This, however, is not the official narrative about how a colonial urban centre like 
Mexico City came to be. Its formal and planimetric ‘chessboard’ design with a main 
central square that has parallels throughout New Spain is usually interpreted as a 
symbol of the coloniser’s oppressive rule, and it is almost univocally attributed to the 
planning ordinances and instructions that the Spanish Crown gave to its 
conquistadores and governors. During the colonial period, these ordinances and 
instructions were compiled several times into a corpus that has come to be known as 
the ‘Laws of the Indies’ (see The Laws of the Indies 2005; also Mundigo – Crouch 
1977; Crouch – Mundigo 1977). Even though the compiled corpus is significant as an 
historical archive, both the extent to which these royal ordinances factually affected 
colonial design and construction in New Spain (Lemoine 2003) and how the ‘grid-
pattern’ that the ordinances supposedly imposed was diffused throughout the empire 
(Stanislawski 1946; Stanislawski 1947; for a critical assessment, see Rose-Redwood 
2008; Low 1995) are highly contested. 

We do, however, know that despite his initial admiration for the Mexica, Cortés 
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subsequently came to the conclusion that the only way to construct a new capital 
suitable for the Spanish colonies in the Americas was to destroy the existing city-state 
and to even recycle stone and other elements from the ancient temples and 
administrative buildings for new colonial purposes. Cortés’s intention seems to have 
been to all but completely erase the city’s indigenous past. The reintroduction and 
even rehabilitation of Mexica or Aztec motifs and details that are today significant 
aspects of the city’s and country’s identity is, however, of a much later date. This 
rethinking of the value of Mexica origins coincides mostly with Alexander von 
Humboldt’s expeditions to Mexico in the beginning of the 19th century (Humboldt 
2012; Echenberg 2017: 74-83 in particular). Ever since, the German polymath has 
had a special place in Mexican hearts. In 1828 shortly after Mexican independence 
from Spain, Humboldt became the country’s first naturalised citizen when president 
Guadalupe Victoria issued a decree to that effect in recognition of Humboldt’s 
research work in the country (Duviols 2011). There is even a statue of Humboldt in 
the park of Alameda Central that was commissioned by the Mexican government in 
1999 to commemorate the 200th anniversary of Humboldt’s visit to the country. The 
‘ichnographic’ point here being that it took (yet) another European to ‘curate’ these 
traces of indigenous culture before they could make their way to become markers of 
an imagined hybrid national identity (see Anderson 2016: 47-65; on the modular 
reductionism of Anderson’s ‘creole’ identity, see Chatterjee 1986: 17-22). 

 

Unitary hybridity? 
 
To use an expression borrowed from ethnography, buildings like the Palacio 

Nacional which is both the seat of the federal executive and the residence of the 
president are ‘multi-sited’ because they: 

 
cannot be accounted for ethnographically by remaining focused on a single site 
of intensive investigation. It develops instead a strategy or design of research 
that acknowledges macrotheoretical concepts and narratives of the world system 
but does not rely on them for the contextual architecture framing a set of 
subjects. This mobile ethnography takes unexpected trajectories in tracing a 
cultural formation across and within multiple sites of activity that destabilize the 
distinction, for example, between lifeworld and system, by which much 
ethnography has been conceived. Just as this mode investigates and 
ethnographically constructs the lifeworlds of variously situated subjects, it also 
ethnographically constructs aspects of the system itself through the associations 
and connections it suggests among sites. (Marcus 1998: 79-80 [reference 
deleted]) 

 
As a realm of memory or a commemorative site, the building, of course, stands on 

Mexican soil. This ‘corazón de la patria’, that is, the ‘heart of the fatherland’ as it has 
reportedly been called, celebrates the country’s complex multiethnic ideology of 
mestizaje (e.g. Pérez-Torres 2006). While the materiality of the building may be 
rooted deep into a soil that is both precolonial as an historical Aztec site and a key 
symbol of the decolonised and independent country, its immaterial aspects as colonial 
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architecture still reference the Spanish colonial empire. The multi-sitedness of colonial 
architecture can, of course, be read in such a generous way. Mexican author Carlos 
Fuentes has reportedly described the Palacio Nacional as both ‘immobile and 
traveling’, ‘immobile’ because it has been the country’s seat of power since Aztec 
times, and ‘traveling’ because its Spanish colonial style partakes in a vast movement of 
exploration and conquest of the New World and so depicts the richness of Mexican 
national culture (see Rivero Weber 2017: 16). 

But colonial architecture can also be seen as commemorative scars or 
transplanted realms of memory that prolong divisions and injustices that were 
originally brought about by colonial rule. Consider the much debated categories of 
caste in New Spain that functioned as a fluid way of distinguishing lower socio-
economic classes, primarily indigenous peoples and peasants, from the merchant and 
administrative classes of Spanish decent (Vinson 2018). Although race and ethnicity 
are officially considered as unimportant factors of social stratification in Mexico’s post-
revolutionary interracial ideology, more recent analyses of Mexican census data have 
shown that the phenotypic marker of indigenous ethnicity does, in fact, affect 
stratification despite cultural or ethnic assimilation (e.g. Villarreal 2010; Flores – 
Telles 2012). 

 
[To be continued] 
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